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ABSTRACT
Brown, Carl E. Ph. D. The University of Memphis. August, 2012. Improving the
Way to the Land of Opportunity: Internal Improvements in Antebellum Arkansas. Major
Professor: Charles W. Crawford, Ph.D.
This dissertation investigates the importance of transportation in the development
of Arkansas from its pre-colonial days to the Civil War. The study asks why Arkansas
differed from other southern states in its position on internal improvements. Focused
more on the old frontier east of the Mississippi River, studies of internal improvements
have skimmed over developments west of the river until the railroad era of the 1850s and
later. These studies highlighted the debate over the constitutionality of federally-funded
internal improvements, indicating that most southerners were against federal
involvement, while most northerners and westerners advocated federal aid.
This study finds that due to its remote location between the two colonial
population centers of St. Louis to the north and New Orleans to the south, early Arkansas
lagged behind its neighbors in growth, relying on the natural watercourses that flowed
through the region, resulting in riparian settlement. When Arkansas became a territory
and drew ambitious men to the frontier, they demanded better communications to the
East, frontier defense against Indian raids, and all-year transportation within the territory.
Without improved rivers and roads, settlers could not move into Arkansas and purchase
public lands which limited the tax base for making the needed improvements.
Subsequently, to pay for and make these improvements Arkansas, unlike other slave
states, relied on federal appropriations and the military during its territorial period. After
gaining statehood in 1836, federal land donations replaced federal appropriations to pay
for improvements. Seeking to be an integral part of a transcontinental route, the use of
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corporations failed to generate sufficient capital to successfully build railroads across
Arkansas. By 1861, none of the major improvements in Arkansas was finished.
Through mainly primary sources, this dissertation concludes that early federal
policies suppressed improvements in Arkansas until the 1820s and that most Arkansans
desired federally-funded improvements regardless of sectional and political party
affiliations, debating instead on their optimal locations. Travel conditions warranting
improvements and the benefits those improvements offered are evidenced through
primary accounts and documents, giving a more complete picture of why Arkansas
countered most slave states by seeking federal assistance.
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INTRODUCTION
Since 1995, the people of Arkansas have used “The Natural State” as their state
slogan. This slogan is appropriate for a state possessing such a diverse terrain, much of it
still in a wilderness condition where mountains, rivers, and streams remain unchanged by
man, presenting a haven for outdoor recreation opportunities. The slogan also speaks to
the abundant natural resources with which the state of Arkansas is blessed. A number of
minerals are found in Arkansas, including bauxite for aluminum production, petroleum
and natural gas, lead, and zinc, along with small deposits of various other minerals. Stone
is second only to bauxite as an extractive resource. The timber industry is also among the
top economic endeavors. Fertile alluvial soils in eastern and southern Arkansas allow the
cultivation of numerous staple crops, especially cotton, corn, rice, and soybeans. Early
white settlers envisioned the opportunities that such resources could present to them, and
from 1953 to 1995 “The Land of Opportunity” was the official state slogan. In November
2010, a bill was introduced to the Arkansas General Assembly to return to the earlier
slogan but failed to pass. The logic behind the proposed change was that it better
represented “the future outlook for the development of business, industry, and agriculture
in this state,” something an early nineteenth-century Arkansan would have understood
and advocated.1

John Lyon, “Bill to Revive Old Arkansas Nickname Fails,” Arkansas News Bureau,
February 16, 2011, http://arkansasnews.com/2011/02/16/bill-to-revive-old-arkansas-nicknamefails/ [accessed February 17, 2011]; Arkansas General Assembly, House Bill 1005, A Bill For An
Act To Change The State Nickname Back To “The Land Of Opportunity”; And For Other
Purposes, November 16, 2010, Arkansas House of Representatives website,
http://www.arkansashouse.org/bill/2011HR/HB1005 [accessed February 17, 2011]; Gerald T.
Hanson and Carl H. Moneyhon, Historical Atlas of Arkansas (Norman: University of Oklahoma
Press, 1989), maps 51-55.
1

1

Europeans venturing in the fifteenth century into what became Arkansas found
wild game which could be exploited for fur, a desirable commodity in European markets.
Hunters, trappers, and traders were needed to obtain the furs and send them to markets on
the Atlantic coast and in Europe. Laborers were needed to work the land and the mines
before any profit could be seen from those sources of income. One of the questions to be
answered by these opportunists was how to get people to come to Arkansas? More
importantly, how were people who wanted to come to Arkansas going to get into the
interior regions of Arkansas? Once settlement took place, how could the people ship their
extracted, agricultural, or manufactured products out of Arkansas to the world markets?
Another problem facing planters was how to drain land that remained overflowed for
several months of the year, bringing more land into the market for sale and allowing more
crops to be grown on it. These problems fell into the area labeled in the nineteenth
century as “internal improvements.”
Roswell Beebe—mayor of Little Rock, Arkansas, in the late 1840s and prominent
businessman—sent a circular letter in 1851 to the state’s county Internal Improvement
Commissioners, to be submitted to their respective county courts. Beebe acted as the
commissioner for Pulaski County and called for a statewide convention to decide on how
to create a transportation system and how best to fund the construction of it. Beebe
addressed these same questions in his justification for such a system in Arkansas:
We have more land than people. We must not only invite emigration, but we must
open the door and find them a welcome entrance: How is it now?—A few land at
unsightly points on the Mississippi River, stay a few days and start down the
River for Texas: Others in attempting to get into the State via the Mississippi
Swamp, from Memphis, used an almost impassable road became dishartened [sic]
with their trials, and pass into Texas, whence they write to their friends to keep
away from Arkansas, where the people do not want them to come—a country
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without roads, or any other facilities known to them as inducements for migrants
to search for homes within her borders!2
Of course, Beebe’s condemnation of his state’s condition served a purpose of
encouraging the people to improve the transportation system within the state and slowing,
if not halting, the flow of emigrants bypassing Arkansas and heading westward to the
lands recently ceded to the United States by Mexico. Still, Beebe had not greatly
exaggerated the situation in Arkansas and had brought out an interesting point.
Arkansas’s location placed it in a seemingly advantageous situation. In the middle of the
continent, Arkansas is not truly southern or northern, eastern or western, agrarian or
industrial or commercial, but represents a diverse mix of all of these attributes. Located
on the Mississippi River, the largest river system in North America, and bisected by
another major river, the Arkansas, giving the state access into the western interior,
Arkansas should have progressed further by the Civil War, as had Missouri, its northern
neighbor. In the first three decades of the nineteenth century, a time when internal
improvements consumed much of the debate in Congress, Arkansas came late into the
conversation even though the region had been part of territorial United States since 1803.
What factors inhibited anticipated growth in both population and infrastructure? What
attempts did Arkansas make in bringing about these improvements and how successful
were those attempts? Did the natural conditions in Arkansas work against her in seeking
internal improvements? In short, why did the people of Arkansas differ in their position
in regards to transportation than the rest of the South? These are questions this work will
attempt to answer in the following chapters.
2

Roswell Beebe, Internal Improvement Commissioner of Pulaski County, to Pulaski
County Court, June 10, 1851, Roswell Beebe Letters, Arkansas History Commission Manuscript
Collection, Arkansas History Commission, Little Rock, Ark.

3

Surprisingly, a transportation network already existed in the region that became
Arkansas long before Europeans arrived on the scene. In her study of the Arkansas River
valley region, especially the area near its mouth at the Mississippi River, historian
Kathleen Du Val explains that the native Arkansas River valley peoples were not isolated
from others and participated in a continental system of exchange, both material and
diplomatic. Du Val’s contention is that the Arkansas valley formed a major center for
cross-cultural exchange, long before Hernando De Soto and his expedition arrived in the
mid-sixteenth century. Through the use of land routes such as the Natchitoches Trail and
water routes, utilizing large canoes for carrying large amounts of goods on the tributaries
of the Mississippi and Arkansas Rivers, the peoples of the Arkansas valley maintained a
communication network spanning from the Great Lakes to the Gulf of Mexico and from
the Appalachians in the East to the Rockies in the West. Their knowledge of these routes
and expertise in taking advantage of this knowledge allowed indigenous peoples to hold
hegemony in the region until the early decades of the nineteenth century.3
The evidence provided by the De Soto expedition of travel conditions in Arkansas
plays an important role in the history of transportation development in the region. The
chroniclers of the expedition told of “roads” through the wilderness on which the army
traveled by foot and horse, eschewing the dugout canoes, or pirogues as the Spanish
called them, in order to travel from village to village, searching for the food supplies that
would sustain the army and the wealth rumored to exist in the region. The chronicles also
give historians the first evidence of man-made improvements in the region when the
3

Kathleen Du Val, The Native Ground: Indians and Colonists in the Heart of the
Continent (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2006), 16-24. See also Dan F. Morse
and Phyllis A. Morse, “Changes in Interpretation in the Archaeology of the Central Mississippi
Valley since 1983,” North American Archaeologist 17, no. 1 (1996): 11.

4

expedition traveled over causeways constructed by the indigenous people in eastern
Arkansas, allowing travel through the inundated lands near the Mississippi River. Over
the intervening years, archaeologists and historians have attempted to piece together the
evidence to determine the route the Spanish took through Arkansas. The literature on the
expedition and its route has contributed to debate and controversy, from the 1939 Final
Report of the United States De Soto Expedition Commission, headed by John R. Swanton,
to more recent studies by Charles Hudson and Michael P. Hoffman, as published in The
Expedition of Hernando de Soto West of the Mississippi, 1541-1543: Proceedings of the
De Soto Symposia 1988 and 1990. Regardless of the debate over the exact route the army
may have taken while in Arkansas, the important point to be considered is that the paths
and traces that comprised the so-called “roads” existed into the historic period, many of
them incorporated into the road system adopted by the white settlers during the territorial
days, improved during early statehood, and became the foundation of the current highway
system in Arkansas.4
Nearly one hundred years passed following De Soto’s expedition before
Europeans again encroached into the Arkansas region. Morris S. Arnold has contributed
4

United States De Soto Expedition Commission, ed. John R. Swanton, Final Report of
the United States De Soto Expedition Commission (Washington: U. S. G. P. O., 76th Congress, 1st
Session, House Doc. 71, 1939; reprint, with new Forward and Introduction, Washington:
Smithsonian Institution Press, 1985), xxxvii-xl, 228-257 (page citations are to the reprint edition);
Gloria A. Young and Michael P. Hoffman, eds., The Expedition of Hernando de Soto West of the
Mississippi, 1541-1543: Proceedings of the De Soto Symposia 1988 and 1990, ed. (Fayetteville:
University of Arkansas Press, 1993). Translations of the four existing narrative accounts of the
De Soto expedition can be found in Lawrence A. Clayton, Vernon James Knight, Jr., and Edward
C. Moore, eds., The De Soto Chronicles: The Expedition of Hernando De Soto to North America
in 1539-1543, Vols. 1&2 (Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press, 1993). The editors of these
two volumes also give a comparative study of the validity of each account. Another treatment of
the debate over the route taken by De Soto and his men is found in David Sloan, “The Expedition
of Hernando de Soto: A Post-mortem Report,” in Cultural Encounters in the Early South: Indians
and Europeans in Arkansas, ed. Jeannie Whayne (Fayetteville: University of Arkansas Press,
1995), 3-33.

5

to the historiography on the colonial period in Arkansas with his Colonial Arkansas,
1686-1804: A Social and Cultural History, giving a view to life in Arkansas under the
French and Spanish regimes. George E. Lankford and Gilbert C. Din, in collaboration
with Arnold, elaborated further on the colonial influences on transportation in the region
through their contributions in the Jeannie Whayne edited Cultural Encounters in the
Early South. These studies indicated that the major mode of transportation and
communication through the colonial period remained river travel.5
After the American War of Independence, white American settlers pushed over
the Appalachians, heading westward out of New England and the Mid-Atlantic states into
the Northwest Territories. Settlers from Virginia and North Carolina moved into
Kentucky and Tennessee. Once established, they shipped their frontier products of hemp,
tobacco, and corn with its by-product of whiskey, down the Ohio River to the Mississippi
River and on to New Orleans to be shipped to Atlantic seaboard ports or across the
Atlantic Ocean to Europe. Historian Stephen Aron’s How the West Was Lost: The
Transformation of Kentucky from Daniel Boone to Henry Clay illustrated this period in a
frontier region similar to Arkansas. Fearing the encroachment of these persistently
westward moving Americans, the Spanish used their control of the Mississippi River and
the key port of New Orleans as a means to restrict emigration from the United States into
Louisiana and to sway events in the American West. The European convulsion known as

5

Morris S. Arnold, Colonial Arkansas, 1686-1804: A Social and Cultural History
(Fayetteville: University of Arkansas Press, 1991) presents the most comprehensive study of
colonial Arkansas. See also chapters by George E. Lankford, Gilbert C. Din, and Morris Arnold
in Cultural Encounters in the Early South, 88-141. Much of Arnold’s contribution in this second
study is also found in his own work, while Lankford focuses on the French movement from the
Illinois country into northeast Arkansas. The emphasis of Din’s chapter is the Spanish presence in
Arkansas.

6

the Napoleonic Wars changed the future of Louisiana, allowing the United States to take
possession of this large territory and offered new opportunities for the growing nation
and its people.6
With the acquisition of Louisiana in 1803, President Thomas Jefferson was
presented with a solution to several problems confronting the United States in the
opening decade of the nineteenth century. The advent of the cotton gin in 1793 turned
cotton into a lucrative cash crop for southerners. As the demand for cotton increased, so
did the demand for opening more land to cotton cultivation. Native American nations still
held possession of much of the best lands for cotton in Georgia, Alabama, Mississippi,
and Tennessee. If the Indian nations east of the Mississippi River could be persuaded to
cede their old lands in exchange for new lands west of the river in Louisiana, the lands in
the Southeast would become part of the public domain and could be sold to white settlers.
The revenue generated from the land sales would then help reduce the national debt,
reducing or eliminating the unpopular tariff on imported goods. By filling in the vacant
lands in the Southeast, the United States would move closer to Jefferson’s ideal of an
agrarian society and eliminate the “Indian problem” at the same time. The emigrating
Indians could retain their traditional lifestyle in the western wilderness without being
bothered by encroaching white settlement, at least for a number of years. To make this
scheme work, Jefferson had to discourage white settlers from emigrating to Louisiana, or
at least those portions of Louisiana where settlement had not already become embedded.
This meant the region between the St. Francis River to the northeast and the Red River to
the southwest and from the Mississippi River westward to the still ill-defined western
6

Stephen Aron, How the West Was Lost: The Transformation of Kentucky from Daniel
Boone to Henry Clay (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1996).

7

boundary. Unfortunately, settlement had already begun sporadically along the Mississippi
River and its tributaries, and settlers began demanding roads to connect the few spread
out communities that had already been established. As territories were dependent on the
national government, Congress would have to approve appropriations for improvements.
A delay in providing roads into the territory would also delay white emigration, desirable
for the Indian policy to succeed.7
Federal policy inhibited internal improvements in the new territories, especially
the region destined to become Arkansas, in the first two decades of the nineteenth
century. There was no mention of any internal improvements planned for west of the
Mississippi River in Secretary of Treasury Albert Gallatin’s 1808 “Report on Roads and
Canals,” which planned a national internal improvement system and the means to fund
these projects.8 Congress appropriated funds for the U.S. Postal Service to establish
“postal routes” west of the Mississippi River, but these appropriations simply provided
the funds to pay contractors to carry the mails, using whatever routes they found
practical. These men carried the mails over any path they could find, slogged through
swamps, and waded through sloughs and rivers; often turning back when they found the

7

Jeannie M. Whayne et al., Arkansas: A Narrative History (Fayetteville: University of
Arkansas Press, 2002), 73-89.
8

Roads and Canals, April 6, 1808, 10th Cong., 1st Sess. (Sen.), Am. St. P.: Misc, Doc.
250, 1:724-921. Albert Gallatin’s actual report is found on pages 724-742. The remainder of the
document contains appendixes A through F, which include the supporting evidence used to
prepare Gallatin’s report. Gallatin’s only mention of an improvement affecting Louisiana was the
inclusion of St. Louis as the terminus for the Cumberland, or National, Road by way of
Vincennes. Detroit, St. Louis, and New Orleans were seen as the furthest extent of improvements
for communication under this plan.

8

way impassable. The demand for better mail communication within the territory and
between the territory and the East became the first outcry for better roads.9
Conflicting with the effort to inhibit immigration from the eastern states was the
push by the Jefferson administration to confirm the existing French and Spanish land
claims, along with newer settlers claiming pre-emption rights for “squatting” on the land
before the territory was formed. This was an effort to clear the way for the public lands in
the territory to be surveyed and presented at auction for sale to the people, generating
revenue for the national government. The federal policy towards Louisiana appeared
schizophrenic and contradictory: settling Indians in the territory, yet simultaneously
selling adjacent public land to white settlers. The land claims issue, though, became such
a tangled mess that it actually had the unintended effect of inhibiting westward
movement by white settlers, and in so doing also delayed the demand for internal
improvements in the territory for a number of years. Added to the administrative problem
came the New Madrid earthquakes of 1811 and 1812 that turned northeast Arkansas and
southeast Missouri into a virtual wasteland, with much of the land inundated a large
portion of the year and creating a physical barrier to roads connecting the north to the
south. Not until after the War of 1812 was any public land in the region ready for sale.
9

Carter Goodrich, Government Promotion of American Canals and Railroads 1800-1890
(New York: Columbia University Press, 1960), 19-20. The confirmation of the conditions under
which postal riders worked and the demand for better roads is found in the numerous editorials
and articles found in the Arkansas Gazette, published originally at Arkansas Post, and later at
Little Rock, Arkansas, after the territorial seat of government relocated to the latter city. For an
in-depth study of the growth of the U.S. postal system in the antebellum period, see Richard R.
John, Spreading the News: The American Postal System from Franklin to Morse (Cambridge,
Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1995). While John’s point is that the growth of the postal
system allowed the dissemination of ideas throughout the Union, ultimately leading to the Civil
War; postal consumers and newspaper editors west of the Mississippi River would have
contended with the statements of Joseph Gales, William Seaton, and Hezekiah Niles on their
praise of the delivery record of the postal service, 89-90. Unfortunately, John researched
newspapers no farther west than Frankfort, Kentucky.

9

Further confusing the settlement policy, six million acres of land in east Arkansas were
set aside as military bounty lands for veterans of the late war, inviting more settlers to the
territory. By 1818, with Missouri Territory ready to seek statehood, the southern counties
of the territory sought to break away and form a new territory of their own, and in 1819
the Territory of Arkansas was established.
With a territory of their own and a delegate to Congress dedicated to promoting
items necessary for Arkansas, inhabitants of Arkansas Territory began an earnest effort to
obtain internal improvements. Once the territorial capital was relocated from Arkansas
Post to Little Rock, better travel to the interior of the territory became a necessity.
Although the advent of the steamboat allowed for quicker travel upriver, the Arkansas
River could only be used for a portion of the year due to low water in the late summer
and fall, and during flood conditions in the spring. In order to maintain year-round
communication, the territory needed roads that could be traveled, even in times of
drought or inundation. Since immigration had been stymied by an Indian policy that
discouraged white settlement, and public land sales were only just beginning, the tax base
remained too low to support the aggressive internal improvement projects demanded by
the public. The only source of funds had to come from the national government until the
territory, or later the state, had enough property owners to form a tax base wealthy
enough to financially support the improvements. Later in the period, wealthy investors
could take over with private-sector funding, but even then the corporations chartered to
build turnpikes and railroads required the assistance of land subsidies in order to generate
the revenue for their construction projects. The situation placed the need for internal
improvements in Arkansas squarely in the political debate over the constitutionality of

10

federally-funded internal improvements, and is typically where the literature on internal
improvements begins.10
Numerous works have been published on internal improvements in the antebellum
period, mostly from a broad national perspective and focused on internal improvements
east of the Mississippi River. The standard work in this field is George Rogers Taylor’s
classic The Transportation Revolution, 1815-1860, first published in 1951. Taylor found
that even though Congress and the executive branch had debated the constitutionality of
internal improvements since Albert Gallatin’s 1808 report, numerous appropriations for
specific internal improvement projects had been passed by Congresses and approved by
presidents over time. According to Taylor, the problem that hampered a national system
of internal improvements was not the constitutionality debate, but state and sectional
jealousies.11
New England opposed improvements most strongly out of self-preservation, not
wanting to ease the way for emigration out of the region or enhance the means for
commercial competition with other regions. The Mid-Atlantic States of New York and
Pennsylvania initially embraced federally-funded improvements as a means to open
commercial markets in the West, but turned to local initiatives in financing their
improvements, relying less on the federal government. Utilizing its natural streams and

10

Two works by S. Charles Bolton give broad histories of territorial Arkansas and
antebellum Arkansas to the Civil War: Territorial Ambition: Land and Society in Arkansas 18001840 (Fayetteville: University of Arkansas Press, 1993) and Arkansas 1800-1860: Remote and
Restless (Fayetteville: University of Arkansas Press, 1998). Also see Whayne, et al., Arkansas: A
Narrative History, 89-140 for a brief history to Secession.
11

George Rogers Taylor, The Transportation Revolution, 1815-1860, The Economic
History of the United States, Vol. IV (New York: Holt, Rinehart, and Winston, 1951; Reprint,
Harper Torchbook, 1968), 20-21.
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rivers, the South generally opposed federally-funded improvements. This opposition was
based partly on principle, seeing the loose construction interpretation of the Constitution
as potentially dangerous to the South’s institution of slavery. The South further reasoned
on financial factors, believing that expenses for internal improvements would result in a
continuance of the hated high tariff on imports. Sectionalism also played a role in the
South’s opposition to internal improvements, assuming that most appropriations would
be granted to other sections of the country rather than to the South.12
The one region that Taylor found generally supportive of federally-funded
internal improvements was the West, which was limited to the “old West,” east of the
Mississippi River. “Capital was scarce,” according to Taylor, “and the need pressing for
improved routes to the East.” Opposition to internal improvements spending in the West
came in the form of “other issues” taking precedence, and local jealousies caused further
opposition. Unfortunately, Taylor did not elaborate on these issues or local jealousies.
Except for a brief discussion of the growth of the steamboat on western waters and the
growing Santa Fe trade, the exclusion of the old Southwest (southern Missouri, Arkansas,
and Louisiana outside of New Orleans) in Taylor’s work left a hole in the study of
antebellum internal improvements. Still, Taylor laid the groundwork for other historians
to build their studies of the development of the market revolution and the roles federal,
state, and local governments played in that development, leading towards reliance on the
corporation and private capital in funding internal improvements in America.13

12

Ibid., 21.

13

Ibid., 22, 57, 63-73, 84-103.

12

Nearly ten years later, Carter Goodrich published his work answering the question
of how involved the federal government was in building canals and railroads in the
United States. In Government Promotion of American Canals and Railroads 1800-1890
(1960), Goodrich found that the federal government initially was quite involved in
subsidizing or aiding in the construction of internal improvements, when the need to
overcome the Appalachian Mountain barrier was at its greatest. Following this early
period from about 1800 to 1837, state and local authorities took over the brunt of funding
internal improvement projects. A second period of federal government involvement,
between 1850 and 1872, occurred when the railroads attempted crossing the prairies,
funded by subsidies of public lands by the national government. Goodrich labeled the two
periods of federal involvement as the “Era of National Projects” and the “Era of National
Subsidy.”14
In determining the reasons some nations opted for private capital to construct their
transportation networks, as in England, while others such as Australia and Canada
required more government assistance, Goodrich cited two types of transportation
enterprises to explain this difference: exploitative and developmental. Exploitative
projects took advantage of an established settlement and business, with the expectation of
immediate profits. Since the returns came to the builders almost from the beginning of
construction, the projects could be built with private capital without reliance on
government subsidy. Developmental projects depended on the projects themselves to
draw settlement to an unpopulated area once the project had been built, precluding
immediate profits to the builders. Since the purpose of the developmental project was to
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instigate growth where there previously was none, those entities that could provide
private capital were reluctant to do so given the speculative nature of the enterprise,
forcing the project to depend on government subsidy. The two eras of heavy government
involvement cited by Goodrich coincided with the growing tendrils of pioneer
transportation systems into wilderness regions, first into the trans-Appalachian west, then
into the trans-Mississippi River frontier. Both of these efforts pushed internal
improvements beyond the extent of white settlement at the beginning of their
corresponding periods, necessitating a developmental transportation approach.15
As Laurence J. Malone pointed out in his 1998 rebuttal to Goodrich’s conclusion
that state and local authorities spent more on internal improvements than the federal
government during the antebellum period, internal improvements in areas that remained
territories were funded solely by the federal government. Even when territories became
states, such as the revenue-poor western states which included Arkansas, financial capital
to fund internal improvements remained scarce. By conducting a comparative
quantitative analysis on internal improvement expenditures for five frontier states
between 1800 and 1860, Malone concluded that the federal government played a much
larger role, both directly and indirectly, in developing a national transportation system
before 1860 than Goodrich allowed. Also, federal expenditures on internal improvements
strongly determined the pattern and direction of settlement growth in the western states
that Malone studied, which were Michigan, Wisconsin, Minnesota, Iowa, and Arkansas.
Malone’s caveat to his conclusions was that his investigation ignored the more qualitative
issue of explaining the causes of federal versus state expenditures for internal
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improvements, along with side-stepping the national and sectional debate on the
constitutionality of federal internal improvement expenditures. Malone’s overriding
purpose was to dispute “the strictly construed laissez-faire interpretation of antebellum
American economic development,” a stand that places Malone at odds with Taylor and
Goodrich, as well as historians Charles Sellers and John Lauritz Larson, whose works all
lead to the conclusion that the rise of the corporation signaled the end or diminution of
direct federal involvement in internal improvements by the beginning of the Civil War.16
Another argument presented by Albert Fishlow debated the developmental theory
of internal improvement expansion presented by Goodrich. In his 1965 study of
American railroads and their effect on the antebellum economy, Fishlow contested the
belief that American railroads, built with government aid, ventured into the wilderness
ahead of demand for such construction, and that the demand followed in their wake. In
short, railroads were built before the arrival of settlement in an area and the population
followed the railroads into new areas. Successful railroads, according to Fishlow, were
built behind demand, where “private return on most projects was sufficient to evoke
investor support.” Also, successful railroads were those built in divisions, opening small
sections of line and allowing revenues on the use of the completed sections to pay for
further construction. Fishlow cited the 1848 Chicago to Galena line, which “opened its
first ten-mile section to Harlem and immediately became one of the most profitable
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enterprises in the West,” as an example. Since Fishlow excluded Arkansas from “the
West,” as did most of the other writers on internal improvements, his conclusions on
railroad development would have to be extrapolated to Arkansas, as well as to other
previous internal improvements in the territory and state.17
The development of Arkansas from territory to statehood occurred during the
periods delineated by Goodrich, and the growth of improvements in Arkansas
experienced the same phases described by Taylor and Goodrich that were experienced by
the rest of the nation, with the exception of canal construction. Water travel transitioned
from flat boats and keel boats to steamboats in the early 1820s, which demanded clearing
the rivers of natural obstructions, federal projects that lasted into the 1830s. The demand
for road improvements led to federally funded military roads in the 1820s and 1830s.
Once Arkansas gained statehood in 1836, Congress left the state to its own devices,
leading to state chartered corporations to build turnpikes, toll bridges and ferries. After
the economic depression of the late 1830s and early 1840s, a bankrupt Arkansas again
relied on aid from the federal government in the form of donated public lands to
subsidize an attempt to build railroads across the state. Spanning the entire antebellum
period, local authorities worked to establish a network of county roads and levees to
benefit the growing number of landholders in the counties, and the means to maintain the
improvements once they were built.
More current trends in the historiography of internal improvements during the
antebellum period can be seen in the works of Robert Gudmestad. In his Steamboats and
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the Rise of the Cotton Kingdom, Gudmestad links the development and use of steamboats
on the western waters to the development of the cotton economy along with their impact
and reliance on slavery. His “Steamboats and the Removal of the Red River Raft” in
Louisiana History continued this discourse by focusing more narrowly on the social,
economic, and environmental impact of the removal of the Red River Raft on the Old
Southwest region during the 1830s.18
An issue that is lacking in the historiography on internal improvements is the link
between public lands and promotion of internal improvements as a causal factor in the
demand for these improvements, especially in frontier areas. While historians have
included the use of public land as subsidies to aid in the construction of internal
improvements, particularly the railroads after 1850, the importance of this connection is
often diminished. Were internal improvements in Arkansas a means to an end (sale of
public lands), or were internal improvements the desired goal, with land sales only an
external benefit? How then did official and unofficial policies inhibit or enhance the need
for internal improvements in Arkansas before the Civil War? How well did Arkansas
follow the model for internal improvement expansion, from federally funded projects to
increased reliance on private capitalization, as developed by other historians for other
parts of the antebellum United States? By addressing these issues this dissertation will
hopefully become another piece in the broad mosaic being created on internal
improvements in antebellum America.
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CHAPTER 1
PREHISTORIC BEGINNINGS THROUGH THE COLONIAL PERIOD
Arkansas’s terrain, with the abundance of natural watercourses, determined the
reliance on water travel during the prehistoric and colonial phases of the region and
influenced Jeffersonian improvement policies in the early territorial phase. An exchange
economy developed using river transport long before the European entrada. Spanish
exploration ignored these water routes but found existing road networks across the area.
Later, the French exploited the frontier exchange economy, based on the existing river
network, continued by the Spanish after 1763. French and Spanish policies dictated river
travel as the main form of transportation but encouraged road development in land
settlement policies, even if these policies were not enforced. Pressure from American
encroachment in the last decades of the eighteenth century led to Jefferson’s purchase of
Louisiana, including Arkansas, providing a relief valve for the “Indian problem” east of
the Mississippi River, a source for revenue through trade and public land sales, and with
as little expense possible to the national government for internal improvements. Instead,
government policy relied on the same existing river system for the territory’s
transportation needs.
Physiographically the state is divided into two nearly equal parts by a line running
from the northeast corner to the southwest corner. The flat southeast triangle is formed by
alluvial coastal plains, including the Delta region adjacent to the Mississippi River. The
more elevated northwestern triangle is formed by several highland regions, including the
Boston Mountains on the western border running northward between the midway point of
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the state to present-day Fayetteville; the Ouachita Uplands in the west-central region, and
the Ozark Plateau which forms an arc through the north central portion of the state.1
The state is bordered on the east by the Mississippi River, whose overflows have
deposited a rich alluvial soil in the eastern part of the state for over two million years.
The tributaries of the Mississippi River system have also presented the region with fertile
bottomlands as they flow southeastward towards the Mississippi River. These alluvial
soils factored into the agricultural pursuits in this eastern part of the state by both prehistoric Native Americans and the later European settlers who moved onto the land after
discovery. Hardwood forests dominated the river bottomlands until around 1850, while a
prairie covered the center of the Alluvial Plain, ideal for the new grasses that Europeans
introduced as staple crops.2
The southwest corner of the state, from the Arkansas River to the Red River, is
mostly a pine barren, where the soil is infertile for most crops but ideal for coniferous
forests. Numerous streams and rivers flow southeastward from the Ouachita Mountains in
the central part of the state forming part of the Interior Plateau. Consisting mostly of
layers of sedimentary rocks, the thin layer of soil in this upland region supports
coniferous forests but is one of the least fertile regions in the state. Dividing the Ouachita
Mountain region from the Ozark Plateau to the north is the Arkansas River valley. The
river enters Arkansas on the western border at present-day Fort Smith, Arkansas, and
flows in a generally southeastward direction to the Mississippi River. The valley floor is
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fertile from the river’s alluvial deposits, where early agricultural settlers coveted this strip
of land carved through the mountain ridges.3
The highest and most rugged of the uplands, the Ozark Plateau consists of a series
of high mountain ridges that have been worn down over millions of years, creating a
series of relatively equal-height plateaus running northeastward from the western border,
arcing north of the Arkansas River valley to the Missouri border, and ending just west of
the Black River in east Arkansas. The plateau forms an escarpment paralleling the Black
River, running along a line from the northeast to the southwest. The White River system
becomes one of the dominant features of the Ozark Plateau and in some ways defines the
plateau’s boundary. Because the structure of this upland environment is comprised of
sandstone and limestone rock, the soil is thin and relatively infertile (see fig. 1).4
Some of the most noticeable features within these physiographical regions are the
watercourses that run through them, mostly in a southeastern direction, ultimately
flowing into the Mississippi River. The Arkansas River is the largest of the rivers within
Arkansas, while the next major river is the White River. The White River rises in the
west among the Boston Mountains, flows northward into Missouri following the
mountain valleys, then turns southeastward and re-enters Arkansas. The White then joins
the Black River near Newport, Arkansas, and becomes even larger, flowing into the
Mississippi River just north of the mouth of the Arkansas River. The combined WhiteBlack River system is made up of several other streams: the Buffalo, the Little Red, the
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Cache, the Spring, and the Current rivers. The Saint Francis River forms the western
border of the northeastern notch known as the “boot heel” of Missouri. It flows
southward from Missouri through the Alluvial Plain along the eastern base of Crowley’s
Ridge, fed from streams flowing eastward off of this geologic oddity. The loess soil that
forms the ridge has been eroded for thousands of years leaving a two hundred mile ridge
running from the Missouri border to the Mississippi River near Helena, Arkansas.5

Figure 1. Map of the physiographic regions of Arkansas. Map by author.

The Saline and Ouachita rivers have their beginnings in the Ouachita Mountains.
These mountain streams exhibit white-water conditions until they enter the Gulf Coastal
5
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Plain, where they become slower meandering rivers, flowing south into Louisiana. The
Saline joins the Ouachita before entering Louisiana. Other watercourses feed the
Ouachita River, such as the Little Missouri River to the southwest and Bayou
Bartholomew, which flows south between the Saline and the Mississippi rivers and
eventually joins the Ouachita River after it enters Louisiana. The Ouachita then meets the
Red River, another important river to the settlement of Arkansas which rises in the Rocky
Mountains, as does the Arkansas River, flowing eastward and eventually to the
Mississippi River.
In the territorial days of Arkansas, when the boundaries of the territory
encompassed what is today both Arkansas and Oklahoma, the Red River formed the
boundary between the United States and New Spain, which later became Mexico. This
slow moving river eventually became a major water transportation route and important to
the development of cotton cultivation in the southwest corner of the territory and state,
but this development only came after efforts were made in the 1830s to remove the
massive logjam known as the Red River Raft. The removal of the raft is an important part
of the internal improvement story in Arkansas, but at the time Europeans entered the
region the raft presented an oddity that extended approximately one hundred miles from
its head. The numerous rivers and streams entering into Arkansas and flowing through
the region made it a cultural crossroads long before Europeans arrived (see fig. 2).6
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Figure 2. Map of the major watercourses of Arkansas. Map by author.

The importance of these geologic facts is in understanding how the river network
led travelers and settlers into the interior of the country, looking for economic
opportunities and seeking the best soils for farming. The escarpment that separates the
lowlands, with its rich alluvial soils, from the less fertile uplands also separated the
poorer subsistence farmers from the wealthier planters to the east. This difference also led
to political separation within the territory and then the state. Reliance on water-borne
transportation for communicating with the outside world and sending their crops to
markets downstream was one thing the two groups had in common. These events are
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much further along in the story, though. Other peoples found the importance of these
streams in an earlier time.
As early as fourteen thousand years ago, native peoples entered this varied
landscape, most likely from the northern prairies of America, initiating the first phase of
travel and transportation in Arkansas. As the climate warmed from the last ice age,
cultural changes resulted from the availability of more abundant plant and animal life.
The abundance of food sources in various areas led to the development of more
permanent settlements along river valleys, where permanent base camps were surrounded
by temporary camps used for hunting or obtaining raw materials needed for tools or
buildings. Distinctions between various settlements became obvious in the differentiation
among styles of clothing, tool manufacture, and decorations. Also, trade with other
settlements developed in order to acquire the products that were desired but unavailable
in the local region. This trade in commodities helped sustain groups in times when food
supplies fluctuated. But with the development of a more sedentary lifestyle, with settled
communities and larger populations, weed grasses began to grow in cleared areas. These
grasses became food sources as well, and as people culled out the more undesirable
varieties, selective cultivation took place bringing about domesticated crops. Raising
crops intentionally—rather than simply gathering the nuts, seeds, and fruits available—
allowed an increase in settled populations. The development of crops that could be stored
for longer periods of time, or transported over longer distances, also helped cultivate a
trade network, trading grains for other needed commodities. Using dugout canoes, these
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pre-historic Native Americans traveled on the water courses to reach their trade partners
in other areas.7
Regardless of the culture involved, rivers were important sources of trade,
defense, and transportation. The rivers allowed interregional communication which
brought cultural exchanges between the varying groups. The scene encountered in
Arkansas by the intruding Europeans was of a sophisticated network of transportation and
communication, utilizing not only watercourses but also overland routes, such as the
Natchitoches Trail, destined to become the southwestern leg of the much longer
Southwest Trail between the Red River and present-day Missouri. As Kathleen Du Val
points out in The Native Ground, extensive connections translated into power, whether by
diplomatic or material exchanges. Powerful allies could be cultivated through exchanges
7
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and these exchanges could only take place given open and accessible transportation
routes. With an exchange network reaching from the Great Lakes to the Gulf of Mexico
and beyond, and from the Appalachians to the Rockies, the indigenous peoples of
Arkansas proved to be anything but isolated, and isolation for Native Americans was to
be dreaded, as it would be for white American settlers in a later day.8
The importance of these early routes as foundational to the resultant
transportation system in Arkansas was evident when a new people entered this region of
established communities in the middle of the sixteenth century, who would ultimately
change the lives of the indigenous peoples forever. Hernando de Soto, the Spanish
governor of Cuba, and his army entered the land that became present-day Arkansas in
June 1541. The exact location of De Soto’s crossing of the Mississippi River and the
route the Spanish adventurers took in their travels west of the Mississippi may never be
definitely known, but John R. Swanton headed a commission of historians and
archaeologists in the 1930s to try to answer most of the questions that had nagged
scholars for centuries regarding the De Soto expedition. The commission’s findings,
published in the Final Report of the United States De Soto Expedition Commission
(1939), determined that the expedition crossed at Sunflower Landing (near present-day
Clarksdale) on the Mississippi side of the river on June 18, 1541. More recent studies,
such as that of Charles Hudson, place the crossing of the Mississippi River much farther
north, closer to present-day Memphis. By doing so, Hudson focuses on the Parkin site
along the St. Francis River as the location of Casqui, one of the towns visited by De Soto.
If Hudson is correct, the revised location would shift the route the expedition followed
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through Arkansas much farther north than previously believed (see fig. 3). If Swanton’s
theory is correct, De Soto’s expedition most likely landed on the west side of the

Figure 3. Map of De Soto's expedition into Arkansas, 1541-1543, depicting the
contending theories of Swanton and Hudson. Map by author.

Mississippi River between the mouth of the White River to the south and Helena,
Arkansas, to the north, and probably near the Big Creek and Lick Creek bottoms.9
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Regardless of the location of the crossing of the Mississippi, the movements of
the expedition have been pieced together from various documents by survivors of the
expedition. After crossing the Mississippi, the army marched northward, following the
river until they came to a village called Aquixo. De Soto had heard of the possibility of
gold in the region of the country north of where they were, so he set off to find it. This
search sent the men slogging through swamps in east Arkansas, where they “walked
continually through water until sunset, which in places reached to the middle and in
places to the knees,” but also found higher, dry ground on Crowley’s Ridge from which
the army could see fields “very well peopled with large towns.” Towns such as Pacaha
nearer the Mississippi River exhibited a high degree of improvement, where the tribe had
built a canal connecting the river with a large marsh on its west side, creating a moat
around the town. To enter the town, De Soto had to cross the marsh on a wooden bridge
that the inhabitants had built “in the manner of beams extending from tree to tree,” with a
rail made of poles for support. Even with the obstacles confronting them, De Soto found
established “roads” and bridges throughout the country and that overland travel through
Arkansas was not only possible, but also routine for the inhabitants. 10

route has become the favored route of De Soto and his men, based mostly on the fact that the
location of the towns and villages encountered by De Soto “fit” the excavated sites in Arkansas,
which had not been researched at the time of Swanton’s commission report.
“The Account by A Gentleman from Elvas,” James Alexander Robertson, trans. and
ed., in The De Soto Chronicles, 111-120. The accounts give evidence of a severe drought
prevalent before and during the period De Soto was in Arkansas by stating that the cacique
requested De Soto to use his powers to end the drought by erecting a wooden cross at the town of
Casqui. There are four accounts of the De Soto expedition: the Elvas account cited here, who was
a Portuquese accompanying the expedition; one by Luys Hernández de Biedma as factor for the
king; the Rodrigo Ranjel account, who kept a diary as private secretary to De Soto; and an
account by Garcilaso de la Vega “the Inca,” which is believed to be an after-the-fact narrative
based on interviews with Gonzalo Sylvestre, one of De Soto’s officers on the expedition. Of the
four, the Ranjel account is considered the most accurate, but is also the least descriptive and ends
10
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Still searching for the elusive riches supposed to exist, De Soto crossed Arkansas
to the northwest, following the White and Arkansas river valleys into the mountains
before returning to the Mississippi River, where he died on May 21, 1542. After De
Soto’s death, the decision to march overland—under the leadership of Luís de
Moscoso—to New Spain was partly based on the advisability of taking “the road
overland toward the west, for New Spain lay in that direction,” indicating that an obvious
path or road existed. This route was abandoned due to the lack of an interpreter and the
fear that the route would take the Spaniards through an uninhabited region, with no
prospects for food or water, not because of a lack of a clear path. After abandoning the
overland trek to New Spain, the expedition voted to return to the Mississippi River and
attempt descending the river to the Gulf of Mexico, then traveling along the shoreline
westward to New Spain.11
While this decision did not have the unanimity of the previous decision to head
west overland, the men reluctantly built seven boats and embarked on their journey down
the river. The boats were launched into the river in June 1543 and the expedition began
its descent of the Mississippi River on July 2, 1543. After being harassed continuously by
the natives down the river, the Spaniards arrived at the Gulf of Mexico and reached the
Rio de Panuco and Spanish settlements there on September 10, 1543. From Panuco the
men were sent to Mexico City on orders from the viceroy and then went their separate
ways. Most of the men returned to Spain while another large group headed for Peru.
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Some of the men remained in New Spain with a few taking part in the Luna expedition to
Florida in 1559-1561. None of the men, though, desired to return to the land now called
Arkansas.12
Despite the debate over the location of the routes and the landmarks De Soto and
his men visited along the way, the event presents the first historical account of travel
through Arkansas and the fact that trails and pathways existed before Europeans ventured
into the region. For much of their travels west of the Mississippi River, the Spaniards
traveled over good trails, allowing the men to average around fourteen to eighteen miles
per day when they marched from place to place. Also, when the Spaniards marched into
Caddo territory in the southwest corner of Arkansas, the caciques (native leaders)
typically knew where to meet the expedition well before it reached the main village. This
expectation would indicate that the men traveled on major trails, well known to the
inhabitants.13 Whether these trails were tramped-over bison paths or time-worn footpaths
trod down by the passage of native hunters and tradesmen, “internal improvement” had
changed the face of Arkansas long before the arrival of Europeans. Combined with slash
and burn clearings for crop production, moats built around villages for defense, and
causeways constructed across swamps for ease of travel, these prehistoric improvements
were only the beginning of man’s endeavor at improving the landscape to suit his needs
Luys Hernández de Biedma, “Relation of the Island of Florida,” John E. Worth, trans.
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in Arkansas. The next phase in this endeavor would have to wait another one hundred and
thirty years to continue.
The Spanish did not take advantage of their discoveries in the land along the
Mississippi River for various reasons. Ironically, as Spain gained empire in the New
World and made new discoveries that made it the wealthiest nation of its time, Spain also
became increasingly class divided and technically unproductive compared to other
European nations, particularly those in northwestern Europe such as England, Holland,
and France. The French were the next Europeans to venture into Arkansas and envision
its potential, not for treasure or conquest, but for trade and settlement.
In the intervening years between the Spanish entrada and the arrival of the French,
the demographics of the indigenous people in the region changed drastically.
Archaeological research has found that the ethnic groups in Arkansas at the arrival of the
French in the late seventeenth century were the Caddo peoples of southwestern Arkansas
(Ouachita Mountains and the West Gulf Coastal Plains), the Michigamea (an Illinois
culture with an Algonquin linguistic identity) in northeast Arkansas, and the Quapaw,
Tunica, and Koroa peoples along the Mississippi River. These last three groups were
divided in locale by their situation relative to the lower Arkansas River: the Quapaw
established their territory along the Mississippi River for a short distance north of the
mouth of the Arkansas River, while the Tunica and Koroa settled south of the Arkansas
River in southeast Arkansas east of the Ouachita Mountains. The Michigamea had only a
village in the northeast and remained in the area for just a short period of time. The
Tunica and Koroa were also gone from Arkansas by 1700. The settlement of Arkansas by
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these indigenous groups left a large area in the Arkansas Ozarks mostly uninhabited in
the late seventeenth century (see fig. 4).14

Figure 4. Location of Native American groups in Arkansas, ca. 1700. Map by author.

The total native population in Arkansas during the years from 1543 to 1673 has
been estimated at approximately seventy-five thousand people at the beginning of the
period, to around fifteen thousand people at the French arrival. The loss of population has
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most often been attributed to the exposure to European diseases introduced by De Soto’s
expedition. The large populations of the villages, clustered closely together, made the
population ripe for the rapid spread of disease. Also, cultures located on the Mississippi,
St. Francis, and lower Arkansas rivers had easier access to European influences,
including diseases, which put pressure on the indigenous society. These influences did
not mean that Europeans themselves came into the region between the arrivals of De Soto
and the French, but that communication with indigenous peoples to the eastern part of the
continent through trade and warfare exposed natives west of the Mississippi River to not
only diseases but to material goods that would have brought change to their cultures.15
Another likely cause for depopulation was drought, which had been a problem at
the time of the entrada and continued into the late sixteenth century, forcing the
populations to leave, seeking a better environment for agricultural subsistence. Lasting
from the 1540s to the late 1570s, the drought condition was a period coincident with the
“Little Ice Age” in Europe. This climatological event took place from approximately
1300 to 1850, with temperatures becoming even cooler after 1580. The coldest average
temperatures came in the late seventeenth century. Resultant shorter agricultural growing
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seasons put pressure on subsistence farming. Game also lacked forage forcing it to
migrate to new areas, reducing the food source for humans obtained through hunting.16
The significance of communication as a source of depopulation further indicates
the position that the Arkansas region held as a crossroads for cultural exchanges, bringing
not only material items from as far away as the Atlantic seaboard, but also destructive
diseases. Depopulation of vast areas of eastern Arkansas allowed Europeans access to the
region bordering the Mississippi River but also forced the French to head inland along the
many tributaries in order to take advantage of their contacts with the remaining Native
American groups, which had been narrowed to the Quapaws along the lower Arkansas
River, the Caddos along the Red River, and the Osages, residing in present-day Missouri,
but used the upper White River and the Ozark Mountains as their private hunting
grounds. These river routes became the first highways for Europeans heading westward.
The colonial administration in France desired an agricultural settlement along the
St. Lawrence River valley to the Great Lakes, but the governor of New France, Louis de
Baude comte de Frontenac, realized a trade empire could be established with the Native
Burnett and Murray, “Death, Drought, and de Soto,” 234-236. While climate studies
have provided scientific evidence that the Little Ice Age was a global event affecting the northern
hemisphere, the effects on North America are still debatable. Jean M. Grove’s The Little Ice Age
(London: Methuen & Co., 1988), 13, 354-378, 418-419, provides a good monograph on the
scientific investigations, focusing on the comparative advance and recession of glaciers and ice
flows around the Earth over time to indicate the global nature of the cooling period. In a work
targeted for a more general readership, Brian Fagan, The Little Ice Age: How Climate Made
History, 1300-1850 (New York: Basic Books, 2000), 96-97, tells of the series of droughts
between 1560 and 1612 that affected European settlements on the east coast of North America as
a result of the Little Ice Age. The gap of time between De Soto’s entrada and the arrival of the
French in Arkansas fell within this period of drought, possibly explaining the abandonment of
areas previously teeming with people. See also Christopher Morris, “How to Prepare Buffalo, and
Other Things the French Taught Indians about Nature,” in French Colonial Louisiana and the
Atlantic World, ed. Bradley G. Bond (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 2005), 2425, who cites the Little Ice Age as responsible for bison migrations eastward and southward
during the same period, but when the French arrived in Louisiana, “they found buffalo growing in
number, although still well below carrying capacity.”
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Americans in the frontier regions deeper into the continent’s interior. In 1673, Louis
Jolliet, seeking fur trade, and Father Jacques Marquette, seeking to convert lost souls,
arrived in Arkansas. Their expedition traveled down the Mississippi River as far as the
mouth of the Arkansas River where the Quapaws welcomed the French explorers and
traders as an opportunity to obtain the European goods desired by the Quapaws but had
been blocked from obtaining by the English, who had established themselves on the
eastern seaboard. Between the Quapaws and the English were the powerful Chickasaws,
enemy of the Quapaws and who held control of the Mississippi River. Jolliet and
Marquette returned to Quebec with this news. But by 1700, the population of the
Quapaws had dwindled to only around one thousand due to a smallpox epidemic in the
1690s, and by 1770 they had lost another three hundred lives.17
In 1682, an expedition led by Robert Cavelier, Sieur de La Salle, Frontenac’s
main commercial partner, and Henri de Tonti arrived in Arkansas and spent some time
with the Quapaws along the Mississippi River before continuing down the river to its
mouth at the Gulf of Mexico. On the expedition’s return upriver, La Salle agreed to make
Tonti seigneur of the Arkansas River region. La Salle left Tonti in command at Fort
Crèvecoeur, near present-day Peoria, Illinois, on the Illinois River, intending to return by
ship to the mouth of the Mississippi River after convincing King Louis XIV of the
strategic and economic advantages of forming a colony at the river’s mouth. After failing
to locate the entrance to the river, the colony landed at Bay de St. Bernard, on the Texas
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coast in 1685. La Salle was subsequently killed by his men while traveling northward to
hopefully meet Tonti, who had descended the Mississippi River to the Gulf in search of
him. On ascending the Mississippi River and returning to Crèvecoeur, Tonti established a
post on the Arkansas River, thirty-five miles from its mouth. Six men of Tonti’s party
settled at this first Arkansas Post established in 1686, but the post was abandoned by the
time Pierre Le Moyne d’Iberville, the new governor general of Louisiana, arrived on the
Gulf coast to begin colonization in earnest in 1699, and not occupied again until 1721.
According to Le Page du Pratz, an early Louisiana inhabitant and historian, the little
increase in the post’s population occurred mostly through relations between the
Canadians and “the daughters of the Arkansas, with whom they matched out of
necessity.”18
The Red River became the focus of expeditions to the Natchitoches in 1700 and
1712, conducted by Louis Juchereau de St. Denis seeking contact with the Spanish of
New Mexico and their native trade partners. The French hoped to use a post at
Natchitoches as a junction along the route to Santa Fe. By 1719, other French explorers
and entrepreneurs ventured westward from the Mississippi River to intrude on the
Spanish trade from New Mexico with the natives to the southwest. In 1719, Charles du
Tisné visited the Osages along the Osage River, from which point he headed
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southwestward to the Arkansas River intending to establish trading posts for the
convenience of traders heading towards Santa Fe. That same year, Bernard de la Harpe
led an expedition up the Red River and established a trading post upriver from
Natchitoches. In 1721, La Harpe explored the Arkansas River around present-day Little
Rock, hoping to further trade with the Indians and stymie Spanish encroachment along
that trade route. Much farther south on a bend of the Mississippi River nearer the Gulf of
Mexico, a new village began to grow in 1718 that became known as New Orleans and the
natural market for furs, pelts, and other goods from Arkansas.19
In the interim period, coureurs de bois (woodsmen) and voyageurs (boatmen)
ventured into Arkansas, hunting and trading with the Indians of the region. They
maintained a French presence in Arkansas without actually settling the area. Many took
on the customs and habits of the Indians they lived with, becoming more “native” than
European. August 1721 found a group of French engagés, or indentured servants, settled
at Arkansas Post. These servants were recruits of the Scotsman John Law’s Compagnie
d’ Occident, sent to colonize the Arkansas region of the Louisiana colony. Arkansas Post
was continually occupied from that time, even though the settlement relocated along the
Arkansas River several times. Never truly self-sustaining, the citizens of Arkansas Post
had to rely on trade and hunting for their subsistence. Some of the goods that were
produced by the colonials in Arkansas and traded were salted buffalo meat, buffalo
19
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tallow, bear oil, and pecans. Buffalo tongue and pecans were shipped to New Orleans as
delicacies and found their way to other consumers as far away as Madrid, Spain. In
exchange, hunters and Indians in Arkansas received manufactured commodities,
especially guns and their accoutrements.20
In the 1730s, Du Pratz journeyed up the Mississippi River as far as the Chickasaw
Bluffs, at present-day Memphis. He and his ten Indian scouts, or “discoverers” as he
called them, criss-crossed the Mississippi in an attempt to find overland paths heading
northward. To constantly cross the Mississippi River, the group used “cajeux, rafts or
floats, made of several bundles of canes, laid across each other; a kind of extemporaneous
pontoon.” Beginning the trip in September, with much of their travels overland, Du Pratz
stated that it was the best time of the year to attempt a journey overland since “during the
summer, the grass is too high for travelling; whereas in the month of September, the
meadows, the grass of which is then dry, are set on fire, and the ground becomes smooth,
and easy to walk on: and hence it is, that at this time, clouds of smoke are seen for several
days together to extend over a long track of country.” Another reason early fall presented
a better time to travel was that the new grass that sprouted after the rain fell on the burnt
prairies drew wild game to them to feed, presenting better opportunities for travelers to
find food.21
Du Pratz approached the Quapaw villages along the Arkansas River by land, but
negotiated with the natives for a “pettyaugre of black walnut, to go down the river
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[meaning the Arkansas] and afterwards to go up the Mississippi.”22 This craft was a sort
of dugout canoe, which French hunters from New Orleans and Canadians from the
Illinois country also used when they made their annual winter buffalo hunting excursion
to the St. Francis River. The hunters hired Quapaws to assist them on the hunt, who chose
the tree to build the pettyaugre,
which serves for a salting or powdering tub in the middle, and is closed at the two
ends, where only is left room for a man at each extremity. The trees they choose
are ordinarily the poplar, which grow on the banks of the water. It is a white
wood, soft and binding. The pettyaugres might be made of other wood, because
such are to be had pretty large; but either too heavy for pettyaugres, or too apt to
split.23
Arriving at the Quapaw villages near the mouth of the Arkansas River in
December 1721, after traveling south from Canada by way of the Illinois River, Pierre
Francois Xavier de Charlevois, a contemporary of Du Pratz, explained why people on the
southern rivers chose to use dugout-fashioned vessels rather than the bark canoes
prevalent in the northern regions. Because of the more friable banks along rivers such as
the Mississippi and the Arkansas, trees were constantly falling into the rivers and carried
downstream with the current, then became “snagged” by the sandbars or river bottoms
presenting dangers to the lighter bark-covered canoes. “They must therefore substitute
pirogues in room of canoes of bark, that is to say, trunks of trees hollowed, which are not
subject to these inconveniences, but are bad going vessels, and not easily managed.”

22

Ibid., 126.

23

Ibid., 157-158. See also Caroline E. MacGill, History of Transportation in the United
States before 1860 (Washington: Carnegie Institution, 1917; reprint, New York: Peter Smith,
1948), 250. MacGill notes the use of “pettiaugers” in tidewater South Carolina and Georgia,
where the vessels were either dugout or frame-built; sail, oar, or pole propelled. No wellorganized lowland plantation operated without possession of boats, and the pettiauger was the
most common type used.

39

Besides the unwieldiness of these craft, if the wind rose ever so slightly the pirogues
shipped water, soaking passengers and goods.24
André-Joseph Pénicault, another Frenchman in Louisiana from 1695 to 1721, also
wrote about these dugout vessels and described the way they were made. “To make them
they kept a fire burning at the foot of a tree called cypress until the fire burned through
the trunk and the tree fell; next they put fire on top of the fallen tree at the length they
wished to make the boat.” After the fire had burned through to the desired depth, mud
was thrown onto the fire to put it out, allowing the workers to scrape out the material with
shells. They then washed the boat out with water, cleaning the inside until it was smooth.
In this way the natives made boats of various lengths, sometimes as long as twenty-five
feet, in which the families could go hunting or fishing, or to visit other villages.25
The popularity of travel literature during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries
brought the adventures in Louisiana of Du Pratz, Charlevoix, Pénicault, and others to the
attention of an information-seeking public on the new colony in America. Each of these
writers gave descriptions of the soil, the natives, and the rivers that formed navigable
networks into the interior. Often exaggerated, sometimes wildly so, these descriptions
informed plans and decisions of men who held future ambitions for this wilderness
region. Thomas Jefferson, for example, possessed and read all of the above narratives
which would have sparked his interest and imagination long before Lewis and Clark,
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Zebulon Pike, or William Dunbar ventured on expeditions of discovery up the western
rivers.26
When the French moved into Arkansas during the colonial period, they located
near navigable rivers since these were the only practical transportation routes. As De Soto
found on his travels through the Southeast, land routes did exist. Indians left paths by
which they traded with other tribes and used these routes during wars to attack villages,
and they also used animal trails that had been cut through the vegetation by bison. The
French created roads from these trails, connecting their far-flung settlements in
Louisiana: from Arkansas Post southward to Poste du Ouachita (present-day Monroe,
Louisiana) and on to New Orleans; southwestward to Natchitoches; and northward to
New Madrid, Ste. Genevieve, St. Louis, and other French settlements toward Canada.
The term “road” was used liberally, since most of these routes were not much more than
paths, wide enough only to allow the passage of the slow two-wheeled ox-drawn carts
used by the French. Much of the time the roads were flooded by the numerous rivers and
streams, which also had to be crossed, creating very hazardous travel. Only around New
Orleans and Natchez were roads built in colonial Louisiana that could accommodate
wagons and carriages on a routine basis.27
French rule in Arkansas ended in 1762, when New Orleans and all of Louisiana
west of the Mississippi River were ceded to Spain as a result of the French and Indian
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War. As a condition of the peace treaty, all of the French territory east of the Mississippi
was taken over by the British. Spain used Louisiana as a buffer between the English in
the east and Spanish holdings in Texas and Mexico. Outside of Arkansas Post, the only
other place that could claim to have been called a settlement in Arkansas during the
colonial period was established by the Spanish on the west bank of the Mississippi River
across from the present site of Memphis. This settlement was called Campo del
Esperanza, or Field of Hope. Esperanza was established in 1797 after the Spanish
attempted and failed to create an outpost on the Chickasaw Bluff opposite Esperanza.
Benjamin Fooy, perhaps the most prominent person in east Arkansas at the time, was
granted large tracts of land by Esperanza’s Spanish commandant, along with Fooy’s
relatives and Spanish members of Esperanza’s garrison. By 1802, according to Arnold,
over six thousand acres of land had been parceled out by the Spanish around Esperanza.28
By 1770, the Spanish attempted to regulate the extent of land grants given to
arriving families, spelling out the obligations required of the inhabitants for providing
and maintaining roads, bridges, and levees (which were termed “mounds” in the laws)
and establishing the enclosures to prevent cattle from damaging the fields of their
neighbors. Newly-arrived families were encouraged to locate on the rivers, with the front
of their property facing the river and stretching along the river six or eight arpents, with a
depth back from the river of forty arpents, staying with the French measurements. An
arpent equaled almost 192 English feet. This regulation created narrow fronts along the
rivers, less than a quarter mile, with nearly a mile and a half depth away from the river. In
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English terms, grantees could possibly obtain a little over 270 acres of land. By keeping
the grants close together along the river banks, more inhabitants would settle along the
rivers, hopefully forming a continuous chain of improvement relying on the water
courses as their main mode of transportation, much as in tidewater Virginia and
Carolinas.29
Part of this improvement was the building and maintaining of a levee system.
Within the first three years of possessing the land, the grantee was bound to build a
mound “sufficient for the preservation of the land,” and parallel inner ditches to carry the
floodwaters off of the land. The grantee was also required to build a road between the
inner ditch and the mound at a width of forty feet, along with any bridges which might
have been necessary to cross over the ditches. In addition, within those same three years
the grantee had to clear the land fronting the river to a depth of two arpents, or
approximately 384 feet. This clearing had to be enclosed during the same period to keep
cattle from straying into the fields of other inhabitants. In the winter the cattle could roam
freely but had to remain enclosed the remainder of the year.30
While applying to the whole province of Louisiana, exceptions to the regulations
were made for settlements more removed from the Mississippi River and away from New
Orleans, such as Natchitoches on the Red River to the northwest. In those remote places,
grantees could obtain land up to one league in width and in depth, or its equivalent if
there was not enough depth, such as one and a half leagues wide by half a league deep.
This grant would allow a total of 5,760 acres of land, a very sizeable plantation. Before
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being granted such a plantation, the grantee had to prove that he possessed “one hundred
head of tame cattle, some horses and sheep, and two slaves to look after them.” Again,
these grants were expected to front the river on which the post had been established and
except for size, all of the other requirements for making improvements applied to these
larger plantations. These land grant regulations signaled the first real attempt at
constructing public improvements in Arkansas, but at the expense of the landowners
rather than the government.31
By 1795, a lack of enforcement of the regulations and a growing disenchantment
with the Spanish government caused the governor general, Baron de Carondelet, to
establish the civil position of syndic. Within every three leagues, a syndic was chosen
from among the inhabitants to serve a term of one year and was to report to the post
commandant weekly on occurrences in his district. Besides reporting on talk of a
seditious nature or “attempts against the public tranquility,” syndics also were to report
on “the general police, and the security of the district, the repair of bridges, roads, and
mounds, the general inspection of coasters, passengers, the provisions, maintenance,
subordination, and police of the negro camps, the security of horses, cattle, etc.” In short,
the syndic acted as an informant on his neighbors. Realizing the odious nature of the
syndic’s duties and the potential for some men choosing not to betray their neighbors, the
syndics were threatened with severe penalties for ignoring violations or for being party to
the violations.32
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Every July, syndics were to make a thorough inspection of the roads, bridges, and
mounds in his district, accompanied by the post commandant and two residents as
witnesses. The syndic would then direct the inhabitants to any repairs in those structures
that needed to be made within their boundaries, warning them that should they fail to
have made the improvements or repairs by the time of the syndic’s second visit in
December, the guilty inhabitant would incur the costs of the labor and food for the
“Negroes” of the district who would be employed to do what the inhabitant should have
done already, along with a monetary fine. The Negroes would be employed on Sundays,
avoiding a disruption of the work needed in the fields. If a break in the mound appeared,
Negroes of the district would be used to make the necessary repairs, in proportion to the
means of each inhabitant. Any inhabitant who refused to offer their Negroes for this
service would be responsible for the costs resulting from the consequent flooding and
would also have to pay a monetary fine. Also, no livestock could roam on top of the
mound unattended to prevent damaging the mound and causing erosion from their hoof
prints. As important as these regulations were for the public good, enforcement was often
lax despite the threats to the syndics.33
New Madrid, the largest settlement near Arkansas, provides a good example of
this land system and some of the problems associated with it. A prairie ran
northwestward from the village and separated Bayou St. Thomas from Lake St. Mary,
which was actually a cypress swamp. In 1792, Thomas Portell, the town’s commandant,
found that the prairie was only thirty-two arpents wide, which meant the grants fronting
the two watercourses would not have the required forty arpents depth. Portell decided to
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locate a four hundred foot wide road along the middle of the prairie which formed the
rear boundaries of the grants. Each grant would have six arpents fronting the water and
fifteen arpents deep, with a one hundred foot wide road along the shores. The prairie road
was designated as the Illinois Road, and today’s King’s Highway out of New Madrid
closely follows it. Those inhabitants who felt constrained by the small size of the prairie
grants chose sites along St. Eulalie Lake, while others located along a cypress swamp
named Lake St. Anne, with all tracts being six by forty arpents in size. Unfortunately, the
prairie was actually fan shaped and surveyed incorrectly, causing some grants to be as
small as seventy-two arpents in size while others were as large as 190 arpents, when all
of the grants should have been a uniform ninety arpents in size. Also, no roads had been
built at intervals between plantations, allowing communication between the frontage
roads and the highway in the interior. After allowing the inhabitants supplemental grants
on other nearby watercourses to make up the deficit of their original grants, adding
crossroads into the plan, and having to accommodate the meanderings of the
watercourses, the resultant plan led to non-uniform grants with roads that faded into the
forests and prairies away from the settlement. (see fig. 5).34
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Figure 5. Plat map of New Madrid with land grants fronting the watercourses with the
King’s Highway heading northward away from the village, along the backs of the grants.
“New Madrid Plat Map of 1796,” n.p., 1796, from the Missouri Historical Society,
St. Louis, Mo.

Even though the laws were not always enforced, the requirements for building
roads, bridges, and levees represented the first effort by European settlers west of the
Mississippi River in establishing a system of internal improvements. Still, the roads that
were built could not be considered developmental, in that they did not extend beyond the
limits of settlement to draw new inhabitants into the wilderness. The Spanish government
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did not expend monies on roads to nowhere, relying on the landowners to bear the cost
and labor of constructing such improvements in the colony. The land laws also indicated
the government’s reliance on water-borne transportation as the main mode of shipping
anticipated agricultural goods to first the local town market, and second to the much
larger market in New Orleans and across the Atlantic. The land laws also illustrate the
symbiotic relationship between land development and internal improvements.
Not all inhabitants and travelers in Arkansas were of the law-abiding variety,
though. In 1770, Athanase de Mézières, the lieutenant-governor for Spain at
Natchitoches, complained of bands of outlaws infesting the Arkansas River, “famous
asylum of evil-doers.” Since the Arkansas region had become a no-man’s land, too far
from the influence and control of Spanish Illinois above the St. Francis River or from the
Lower Louisiana focused on the region around New Orleans up to Point Coupeé, the
Arkansas rivers became havens for ruthless criminals and people simply conducting illicit
trade with the Indians. Along with these “vagabonds” were English traders from the
north, attempting to infiltrate the Spanish trade with the native nations. Centered on “El
Cadron,” a rough community growing along the Arkansas River near today’s Conway,
Arkansas, these groups followed the Natchitoches Trail southwestward to the Caddo
villages near Natchitoches, trading weapons, manufactured goods and liquor to the
Indians in exchange for horses, mules, and skins. Hunters, trappers, and anyone traveling
along the Arkansas River became prey to these outlaws. Curtailment of contraband
Indian trade became one of the main objectives of De Mézières during his tenure in
Natchitoches up to 1779, when he died.35
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Unfortunately, these same traders supplied weapons and horses to the Osages
from the Missouri River area, who then raided the Caddos and other tribes to the south,
using the same southwest trails across Arkansas to carry out their depredations. Initially
De Mézières accused the Quapaws of committing these raids, since the route taken by the
escaping marauders was towards the Quapaw villages. De Mézières soon learned that the
Osages were the culprits and sought to keep the Caddos and Osages from crossing the
Arkansas River to prevent an outright war from taking place. But the real problem was
with the British from the Illinois region, working to disrupt relations between the Spanish
and their Texas Indian trade partners. As long as hostilities remained, settlers and
legitimate traders traveling on the southwest trails through Arkansas were imperiled,
inhibiting travel along them.36
Louisiana proved to be a drain on the Spanish treasury. Seen more as a buffer
between the mines in New Mexico and the aggressive Anglo-Americans to the east, the
territory was not defensible by the Spanish who had few soldiers and resources to prevent
infiltration of their borders. Following the American Revolution, periodic threats of
invasion of Louisiana by Americans resulted in conflicting immigration policies by
governors Esteban Miró and Carondelet between 1785 and 1803, where both men
attempted to increase settlement in Louisiana with a loyal population. Miró believed in
opening immigration to settlers from the United States, requiring an oath of allegiance
and conversion to Catholicism, while Carondelet sought immigration by Catholic
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Europeans, rejecting the idea that Protestant American immigrants would live up to their
alleged new loyalties to Spain. Both efforts were attempts to deal with the frugality of the
Spanish government in supporting immigration to Louisiana or in defending the porous
border with the United States. Except for the growing settlements in Spanish Illinois, near
the mouth of the Missouri River, and settlements around New Orleans, both policies
failed to entice settlement in Louisiana, especially in the Arkansas region.37
To control the ever-encroaching Americans along the southwestern frontier and to
solidify Spain’s claim to West Florida, the Spanish wielded control of the Mississippi
River and its depot at New Orleans as a diplomatic weapon, closing navigation of the
Mississippi to Americans from time to time. This policy led ultimately to the Treaty of
San Lorenzo—or Pinckney’s Treaty— signed by Thomas Pinckney on October 27, 1795,
which delineated the borders between the United States and Spanish territory as the
thirty-first parallel on the south and the middle of the Mississippi River on the west. Free
navigation of the Mississippi River was granted along with right of deposit at New
Orleans for three years, but renewable at the end of the term.38
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While the treaty led to better relations on the frontier, Louisiana continued to
drain the Spanish treasury. Combined with the upheavals in Europe due to the French
Revolution and Napoleon Bonaparte’s rise to power, Spain needed to focus on protecting
its more profitable colonies in the Americas. Since Spain could not afford to defend
Louisiana against British or American invasion, the best solution was to retrocede
Louisiana to a more powerful France, which could become a barrier between the more
valuable New Mexico and the Americans to the east. Through the Treaty of San
Ildefonso in October 1800, Spain agreed to the transfer of Louisiana to France. The
transfer was completed after the Peace of Amiens in 1802. The Haitian Revolution,
beginning as a slave uprising in 1791, resulted in Napoleon sending an expedition of
twenty-thousand soldiers to the island in 1802 in an unsuccessful attempt to regain
control of the island. This endeavor proved to be a money pit for Napoleon and made
occupation of Louisiana by the French untenable and unnecessary.39
Thomas Jefferson, elected president of the United States in 1800, believed the
retrocession of Louisiana and the Floridas from Spain to France presented a dangerous
turn of events for the United States. “There is on the globe one single spot, the possessor
of which is our natural and habitual enemy. It is New Orleans, through which the produce
of three-eighths of our territory must pass to market, and from its fertility it will ere long
yield more then half our whole produce and contain more than half our inhabitants.”
Spain could have kept Louisiana indefinitely and things would have remained peaceful
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between the two neighbors, due to Spain’s declining condition as a world power.
Ultimately, Spain would have ceded the territory to the United States, as the younger
nation overcame the elder one. In France’s possession, though, a more powerful nation
became the United States’ competitor, forcing the nation to find a more powerful ally to
keep France in check. “From that moment we must marry ourselves to the British fleet
and nation,” something Jefferson surely found repugnant. Once the two belligerent
European nations resumed their war—which seemed likely in 1802—that had been
suspended by the Peace of Amiens, New Orleans would become a target for the British,
endangering American commerce in the process. To resolve the problem, Jefferson
instructed Robert Livingston and James Monroe to negotiate with France for New
Orleans and West Florida, which resulted in the surprising cession of New Orleans and
all of Louisiana on April 30, 1803. Congress passed the act enabling Jefferson to take
possession of Louisiana and the president signed the legislation on October 31, 1803.40
The exact boundaries of the purchase were intentionally left vague by Napoleon.
Regardless of these vagaries, Americans knew the nation had been doubled without firing
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a shot and more importantly had gained free access of a major transportation route—the
Mississippi River—and an open port to the Gulf of Mexico for goods to be sent to the
rest of the world. Men such as John Breckinridge of Kentucky realized the importance of
gaining the western lands for emigration and the pull of American settlers westward.
Breckinridge feared that possession of the land by Americans would not occur before the
Spanish locked up the land in extensive land grants, as had occurred already at
Esperanza. If such a land grab by the Spanish could be prevented, then the population of
settlers would rapidly increase, “for it will be impossible to prevent our people from
stealing across the Mississippi as they can do so with equal ease in every part of it for an
extent of upwards of 1,000 miles. When they have crossed it, it will be the Rubicon to
them.”41
Jefferson had other plans as to the practical use and direction of the territory.
Before the purchase of Louisiana even seemed possible, the president suggested the
possibility of purchasing the western side of the Mississippi River as a colony to send
emancipated African slaves, since an insurrection in Virginia in 1800 caused the Virginia
legislature to seek such a solution.42 Once the Louisiana Purchase was made, Jefferson
rejected that notion as impractical but opened the idea of a refuge for another group that
needed displacement. In a letter to Breckinridge, Jefferson outlined his plan.
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The inhabited part of Louisiana, from Point Coupée to the sea, will of course be
immediately a territorial government, and soon a State. But above that, the best
use we can make of the country for some time, will be to give establishments in it
to the Indians on the east side of the Mississippi, in exchange for their present
country, and open land offices in the last, and then make this acquisition the
means of filling up the eastern side, instead of drawing off its population. When
we shall be full on this side, we may lay off a range of States on the western bank
from the head to the mouth, and so, range after range, advancing compactly as we
multiply.43
Jefferson repeated to John Dickinson his plan of establishing a state out of Lower
Louisiana, hoping to “shut up all the rest from settlement for a long time to come” in an
effort to exchange Indian lands east of the Mississippi for equivalent lands west of the
river, “and we may sell out our lands here [in the East] & pay the whole debt contracted
before it comes due.”44 In anticipation of needing a constitutional amendment for
Congress to approve the cession, a draft amendment was written by Jefferson in July
1803 in which he further clarified his intentions towards blocking white settlement in the
newly purchased lands. In this document, no new states would be created north of an
east-west line through the mouth of the Arkansas River, “nor any grants of land made,
other than to Indians in exchange for equivalent portions of land occupied by them,” until
the time came when that land would need to be opened to white settlement. Anticipating
further constitutional problems, Congress would have been authorized, among other
items, “to open roads and navigation therein where necessary for beneficial
communication; & to establish agencies and factories therein for the cultivation of
commerce, peace & good understanding with the Indians residing there.”45
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Expediency caused Jefferson to waver on his strict-constructionist principle and
mention of the need for an amendment was dropped. Had this amendment been added to
the Constitution, the future internal improvement debate may have been avoided.
Unfortunately for Arkansas, the policy Jefferson advocated kept Arkansas in a natural,
uninhabited, and unimproved condition over the next two decades. Here also was planted
the seed for Indian removal which Andrew Jackson finalized. Jefferson’s informal policy
and the intentions of Congress towards Arkansas caused confusion and cross purposes for
those inhabitants already in the territory or for those intending to emigrate across the
Mississippi.
As soon as the treaty between France and the United States was approved,
Secretary of War Henry Dearborn ordered General James Wilkinson to proceed to New
Orleans, with six companies of regular troops and one hundred voluntary militia men, to
take possession of the territory in concert with Governor Claiborne. Captain Amos
Stoddard of the Second Artillery Regiment at the post at Kaskaskia took possession of
Upper Louisiana at St. Louis, while Captain Daniel Bissell of the First Infantry Regiment,
in command of the post at Fort Massac, took control of New Madrid and Little Prairie
with a detachment of his company. Captain George W. Carmichael, also of the Second
Artillery Regiment in command of the garrison at Chickasaw Bluffs, also commanded the
post directly across the Mississippi River from the Bluffs at Campo de Esperanza, as well
as other posts across the river such as the one at Arkansas Post. Once these commanders
took possession of their respective posts in Louisiana, they represented the authority for
the United States government until other arrangements were made.46
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With the military posts in the territory secured and the port of New Orleans under
American control, thoughts turned to the governing of the territory. From the act allowing
Jefferson to take possession of the territory from France, the establishment of a temporary
government also fell to Jefferson. The President intended to base the government of
lower Louisiana on the “old Territorial ordinance,” meaning the Northwest Ordinance of
1787. On further reflection, he believed it would be too disruptive to the people of
Louisiana to do so, turning their laws “topsy-turvy.” Instead, a governor would still be
appointed, in this case William C. C. Claiborne, and three territorial judges who would
hold the legislative powers.47
Jefferson confided to Albert Gallatin, his secretary of the treasury, that his idea
for the governance of Upper Louisiana was to allow that region to continue under its
present form of government, meaning the existing Spanish law, but subordinate to the
national government and independent of lower Louisiana. Temporarily, Jefferson
believed the existing law and administration would be the only way to protect the area
from intruders. This coincided with information Jefferson received from Thomas T.
Davis, one of the Indiana territorial judges, on conditions in Upper Louisiana. Davis
traveled from St. Vincennes to the “Spanish settlements” across the Mississippi River to
assess the people, their attitudes, and a bit of the geography of Upper Louisiana.
According to Davis, there were about ten thousand people living in Upper Louisiana, but
Americans were moving quickly across the Mississippi River. Because of the rapidity of
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this movement into the region, Davis suggested making Upper Louisiana a separate
territory. If the seat of government was situated in New Orleans, the territorial
government would not be responsive enough to stem this flow of emigration.48
Information that may have influenced a change in those plans arrived in a letter
from Daniel Clark, U.S. consul at New Orleans, and received by Madison on
November 8, 1803. Clark commented on the lack of control over the Indians exhibited by
the Spanish government during the period of Spanish possession. Clark believed that
even though the Indians along the Missouri River were “cruel, treacherous & insolent,”
they could be kept under control by the U.S. once “proper regulations are adopted with
respect to them” by the Americans. The depredations committed by the Indians were
caused by the weakness of the Spaniards and would cease once a “respectable” military
post was established at St. Louis and on the Missouri River exhibiting the power the U.S.
could impose in protecting the frontier. This show of force and control could only occur
if Jefferson abandoned his planned policy of allowing the Spanish civil officers to
maintain authority in Upper Louisiana.49
Spanish land grants also became an issue in Upper Louisiana calling for greater
attention and closer control. Soon after word arrived in the territory of the cession of
Louisiana to the U.S., a flood of new or revised land claims by inhabitants entered the
Spanish records, a situation many in the U.S. feared would happen. Still reluctant to raise
Upper Louisiana to full territorial status, Jefferson and Congress devised a compromise
solution that made no one happy.

48

Ibid., 101; Thomas T. Davis to the President, Territorial Papers, vol. 13, 7-8.

49

Clark to Secretary of State, September 29, 1803, Territorial Papers, vol. 9, 66.

57

On March 26, 1804, Jefferson approved the bill that became the act for dividing
Louisiana into two entities. The portion south of the thirty-third parallel of latitude (the
current boundary between Arkansas and Louisiana) became the Territory of Orleans, with
government residing in a governor and legislative council, appointed by the president,
along with a territorial secretary. The justice system was held by a superior court of three
judges, also appointed by the president. In fact, none of the territorial positions were
elected, nor was there a representative body for legislation. This condition placed Orleans
in the first degree of territorial development, which was better than the fate of Upper
Louisiana.50
The remainder of Louisiana above the thirty-third parallel became the District of
Louisiana, under the control of Indiana Territory. No territorial government officer
resided in Louisiana. The territorial judges of Indiana held two annual courts in the
District of Louisiana “at such place as will be most convenient to the inhabitants thereof
in general,” which meant at St. Louis. For the inhabitants, the loss of their voice in their
own affairs was bad enough, but the conditions placed on them by the act were
insufferable. One of these conditions deemed all grants for land made subsequent to
April 30, 1803—the date of the treaty of cession by France—null and void except under
certain conditions. The act excluded bona fide land grants to settlers who actually resided
on the land granted. A stipulation to these bona fide land grants made after April 1803
was that they could not exceed 640 acres per family. Land granted prior to April 1803
was not at issue, providing a legitimate title could be proved, something that became
problematic for many inhabitants. The act also prohibited any citizen of the United States
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from settling on public land in Louisiana, surveying tracts, or marking trees to establish
boundary markers for making future claims on the land. This also became problematic,
leading to laws for handling settlers claiming preemption rights on land in Louisiana.51
Another disagreeable condition authorized the president to offer to any Indian
nation on the east side of the Mississippi River an exchange of land on the west side of
the river in Louisiana where the Indians would remove to and settle. Recognizing the
possible conflict on the frontier by inviting eastern Indians to settle among other Indian
nations in Louisiana, the section stated that the “act to regulate trade and intercourse with
the Indian tribes, and to preserve peace on the frontiers” of March 30, 1802, would be
extended to Louisiana and enforced. To settlers who knew too well the actions of
marauding Indians who knew nothing of “acts of Congress,” this last stipulation gave
them little assurance of keeping their scalps.52
A firestorm of complaints and petitions submitted to Congress from representative
groups in both Upper and lower Louisiana resulted from the act creating the District of
Louisiana and Orleans Territory. Criticisms from Orleans included the division of the
territory at the thirty-third parallel, the lack of any form of representative government for
the people, and the prohibition of the slave trade into Orleans Territory. Placing Upper
Louisiana under the jurisdiction of Indiana Territory also brought slavery into the debate,
since Indiana was a non-slave territory and slavery already existed across the Mississippi
River. With the division of the southern portion of Louisiana from the northern portion,
slaveholders feared the possibility of a future ban on slavery in the District of Louisiana.

51

52

Ibid., 287-289.
Ibid., 289; Act of March 30, 1802, ch. 13, Stats at Large of USA 2(1845), 139-147.

59

With none of the territorial officers actually living in the district, citizens of Louisiana
would receive little understanding of their needs from the non-slaveholders in Indiana.
Also, the lack of roads between Louisiana and the territorial seat of government in
Vincennes made conducting business between the district and territory impractical.
According to the petitioners seeking to keep both portions of Louisiana connected, “An
easy and speedy communication can be had at all times between the two places [Upper
Louisiana and New Orleans], both by land and by water.” Even John Randolph of
Roanoke, Virginia, on the House committee appointed to deliberate on the petitions
argued to keep Louisiana united and to create its own representative government,
allowing a quicker admission to the Union, satisfying the conditions of the purchase
treaty signed at Paris.53
As a result, Congress passed a bill raising Orleans Territory to the second grade,
allowing the territory to representative government through an elected general assembly.
Approved by Jefferson March 2, 1805, the act based the Orleans territorial government
and laws on that found in Mississippi Territory. The next day, Jefferson approved a
second bill which changed Louisiana’s status from a district to a territory of the first
degree. The act creating the Territory of Louisiana established an appointed government,
with a governor, secretary, and three territorial judges. The legislative power resided in
both the governor and the territorial judges. Should the governor be absent from the
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territory, the secretary became acting governor. The governor became the commander in
chief of the territorial militia and the superintendent ex officio of Indian affairs,
empowered to appoint and commission officers below the rank of general. Charged also
with dividing the parts of the territory where Indian titles had been extinguished into
districts, the governor appointed magistrates and other civil officers for the districts.
Congress based the administration and the laws on those of Indiana Territory, since they
were already in effect. The new territorial government had the ability to change those
laws that did not suit their needs, as long as they did not violate the Constitution.54
This last condition was important since the territorial laws shifted the burden for
building roads and levees from individual landholders, as required by the French and
Spanish system, and instituted the English county system found in the other American
states and territories. Under the new system, roads and other improvements became the
responsibility of the counties, passed on to the inhabitants as a form of taxation or duty.
Citizens were obligated to work on road crews when requested, or to provide workers in
lieu of actual service. In most instances, the county or circuit courts determined when and
where roads were to be opened.
In Louisiana Territory, this determination fell to the territorial judges and
approved by the governor. The territory was divided into districts and in 1806 the
legislature passed this duty on to the court of quarter sessions for the districts, when
petitions from the inhabitants called for new roads to be created within the district. The
court appointed surveyors to lay the roads out, and then divided the district into road
divisions, appointing supervisors to oversee making and repairing the roads in their
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divisions. Two road assessors were also appointed who, along with the supervisor,
determined the number of days per year for each able bodied man in the division to work
on the roads. Substitutes could take the place of the worker and if the inhabitant did not
fulfill his obligation, he paid a fine which went towards the expense of paying for
laborers.55
Unfortunately for Arkansas, the legislature failed to see the need for the
construction of roads in the remote and sparsely populated southern portion of the
territory. In 1808, a road was commissioned to be surveyed from St. Louis to New
Madrid, by way of Ste. Genevieve and Cape Girardeau, leaving the inhabitants of
Arkansas to their own devices in traveling northward to trade or conduct business. This
lack of roads connecting the southern inhabitants with the rest of the territory caused
resentment among the citizens of Arkansas, especially when it came to settling their land
claims with the Board of Land Commissioners located in St. Louis.56
The lack of attention to their needs left the inhabitants of Arkansas feeling more
like the unwanted stepchild than ever before. Improvement to the region remained nil
while American settlers took advantage of the waterways to move onto the land.
Problems with communication, though, stymied adjudication of land titles which placed
the territory in a dilemma: without property owners, there could be no taxation; and
without the necessary taxation, no funds for improvements would be available to pay for

55

An Act Concerning public roads and highways, July 9, 1806, The Laws of the Territory
of Louisiana, Comprising All Those Which Are Now In Force Within the Same (St. Louis: Joseph
Charless, Printer to the Territory, 1808), 343-347.
56

An Act to provide for the laying out of Roads from the town of Saint Louis to the town
of Saint Genevieve, from thence to the town of Cape Girardeau, and from thence to the town of
New Madrid, June 20, 1808, ibid., 264-266.

62

them. Also, without a population base with a ready supply of workers, even local
improvements such as county roads were blocked. Longer distance roads, like the one
mentioned from St. Louis to Cape Girardeau, required even heavier financial support
only available from the national government. And with no voice in Congress demanding
legislation for such projects, internal improvements in the territory were not exploitative
or developmental, they were simply non-existent. As the population in Arkansas grew
over the next decade and a half, the need for improvements grew, at the time that the
national debate over internal improvements was increasing.
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CHAPTER 2
EXPLORING THE NEW PURCHASE
The first two decades of the nineteenth century were formative years for
Arkansas, as part of a much larger territory. American settlement on the west bank of the
Mississippi River had been limited under the Spanish regime. After the Louisiana
Purchase, white settlers hoped to take advantage of the opening of the vast public lands.
Jefferson, however, sought to restrict settlement to the eastern periphery of the territory
as a borderland between the native nations he hoped would emigrate to the western
regions and white settlement along the Mississippi River. Still, Jefferson knew that
eventually white settlement would push into the interior of the territory. The presumed
mode of travel would be by water, using the natural watercourses available. But which
streams were the most navigable and farthest reaching into the interior? What were the
obstacles that might block navigation on these water highways? Also, how exploitable
were the resources that might be found traveling up these rivers? These were questions
that needed answers. The first decade under American authority was one of information
gathering as well as one of organization building. In the process, problems surfaced in the
territory that stalled development in Arkansas and created resentments which carried over
into the second decade of territorial existence.
Even before Captain Meriwether Lewis and Captain William Clark led their
expedition away from civilization and up the Missouri River in May 1804,1 Jefferson
sought information about lower and upper Louisiana from Daniel Clark, the U.S. consul
to New Orleans; and William C. C. Claiborne, governor of Mississippi Territory, by
Lewis and Clarke’s [sic] Expedition, February 19, 1806, 9th Cong., 3rd Sess. (Senate &
House), Am. St. P.: Indian Affairs, Doc. 113, 1:705-706.
1
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sending each of these men a questionnaire regarding the nature of the territory just
purchased. These questionnaires contained some forty-three queries on subjects from
maps that might be available depicting the territory and the boundaries of Louisiana as
formed by the Spanish, to the civil, military, and judicial administration under the
Spanish; and especially the commercial aspects of Louisiana, which were of particular
interest to Jefferson.2 Located at Natchez, in Mississippi Territory, Claiborne’s
knowledge of Louisiana was more limited than Daniel Clark’s. Besides becoming one of
Jefferson’s informants on Louisiana, Claiborne, along with General James Wilkinson
representing the U.S. military, was requested to go to New Orleans to accept the transfer
of Louisiana to the United States.3
Claiborne believed the total population in the territory to be “above thirty six
thousand Whites, and nearly as many Slaves.” Many of the answers to questions
concerning the civil and judicial administration of Louisiana by the Spanish were
answerable by Claiborne, since he had encountered the Spanish laws and authorities in
his own territory. When responding to questions about military functions, trade, and
commerce, Claiborne deferred to Clark for those answers. For expenditures on physical
structures such as fortifications and barracks, public buildings, colleges and schools,
Indians, and clergy, Claiborne simply lumped all into one total sum of seven hundred
thousand dollars annually, and in some years may have approached nearly one million
dollars. This lump sum included expenditures on roads in the province as well.4
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A correspondent to Claiborne who was “a well informed Gentleman now residing
in Louisiana,” was Doctor John Sibley, a resident of Natchitoches on the Red River.
Sibley provided Claiborne with information regarding the western boundary of
Louisiana, a subject “much talked of here, and various opinions entertained; All I know
is, that the Jurisdiction of the Government of Louisiana ends, and that of the Province of
Takus (or as it is spelled Taxas) commences 10 or 12 Miles west of the Post of
Nachitoches on the Red-River.”5 Being an inhabitant, Sibley became one of Jefferson’s
main sources on the Native American nations in the territory and the Red River region in
general.6
As U.S. consul to New Orleans, Daniel Clark was the U.S. authority on site
before the complicated exchange took place. Louisiana had not actually been transferred
from the Spanish to the French, so records—particularly land records—had the potential
of becoming “lost” or fabricated, creating confusion for the Americans once cession took
place. Clark sent census records for some of the lower Louisiana districts to Secretary of
State James Madison and expressed his concern for their accuracy. He believed the
population statements for rural districts in lower Louisiana were underrated while those
in the Illinois district and New Orleans itself were the only ones that any dependence on
their accuracy could be placed. American migration over the years had caused much of
the problem, as Clark stated, “The Spanish Government since 1798 has made many
ineffectual attempts to prevent the Americans from settling West of the Mississippi, but
the torrent was not to be resisted and they have continued constantly gaining ground in
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spite of every endeavor to the contrary.” Many of these immigrants from the East had
located on the prairies of central Louisiana, raising cattle and horses where the land did
not have to be cleared as much as in other areas, yet planters could still find plenty of
timber to meet their needs.7
In his search for information about Louisiana, Jefferson relied mostly on Clark as
his main source for the report submitted to Congress on November 14, 1803. Clark
submitted his responses to the president by way of his supervisor, James Madison. Much
of Jefferson’s report is verbatim from Clark’s letter to Madison. Like Claiborne, though,
Clark gained knowledge from other local residents considered to be the most familiar
with the region. One of these men was William Dunbar, a resident scientist and planter of
Natchez. Dunbar would also lead a fact-finding expedition up the Ouachita River into
Arkansas.8
According to Clark, the location of the western boundary was vague until
reaching a point about two leagues southwest of Natchitoches “where the Road crosses
the creek & where used formerly to be two plates of lead fixed to a tree one on each side
of the Road with inscriptions expressing that to be the boundary between France &
Spain.”9 While neither Clark nor Claiborne addressed expenditures by the Spanish on
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roads in their letters, here was a road in the territory significant enough to be used as a
major boundary landmark.
The province of Louisiana was divided under Spain into several divisions, with
Jefferson optimistically including settlements in West Florida in the description of the
province. Heading from the east to the west and then up the Mississippi River, these
divisions included Mobile, the Balize to New Orleans, New Orleans and the country on
both north and south sides of Lake Pontchatrain, the two German Coasts, Catahanose,
Fourche, Venezuela, Iberville, Galveztown, Baton Rouge, Pointe Coupée, Attakapas,
Opelousas, Ouachita, Avoyelles, Rapide, Natchitoches, Arkansas, and the Illinois. The
Illinois division contained all of the territory north of New Madrid and west of the
Mississippi River (see fig. 6).10
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Figure 6. Map of Louisiana from the Missouri River to the Gulf of Mexico, and from
present-day Texas to east of Pensacola, Florida. Le Fort Prudhome is near present-day
Meeman-Shelby Forest State Park, north of Memphis, Tennessee. Jacques Nicolas Bellin,
Carte de la Louisiane et pays voisins, pour server a l’Histoire générale des voyages
(Paris: n.p., 1757) from Library of Congress, Map,
http://hdl.loc.gov/loc.gmd/g3300.ar7400 (accessed May 28, 2010).
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Jefferson realized that the settlements in this broad territory were sparsely spread
out over vast wildernesses,
separated from each other by immense and trackless deserts, having no
communication with each other by land, except now and then a solitary instance
of its being attempted by hunters, who have to swim rivers, expose themselves to
the inclemency of the weather, and carry their provisions on their backs for a
time, proportional to the length of their journey.
West of the Mississippi River, communication between the settlements and the
“capital” was conducted only by water, taking up to four months for mail to reach the
distant settlements upriver. The Mississippi River being the main artery for travel, spring
flooding made a descent of the river much faster, taking from twelve to sixteen days to
reach New Orleans. This same current made going upriver laborious. In normal periods, a
boat could typically ascend the river at a rate of about fifteen miles per day, according to
Jefferson.11
With the exception of New Madrid, these annual spring overflows also prevented
settlement along the west bank of the Mississippi River between Point Coupée in lower
Louisiana and Cape Girardeau in upper Louisiana. A few families had located at the
mouth of the Arkansas River, but they did not represent the planter class found in lower
Louisiana. The inhabitants of Arkansas had not moved beyond the frontier exchange
economy, concentrating on Indian trade in furs and pelts. Natchitoches on the Red River
and the Post of Ouachita on the Ouachita River were both becoming cotton production
centers and were figured to entice immigration from the southern states once the quality
of the rich soils became better known in the East.
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Three problems existed in the territory that inhibited emigration to Louisiana,
particularly in the Arkansas region: inundation of the lands along the Mississippi River,
possession of land by Native Americans along with conflicts between the Arkansas
nations and the marauding Osage, and the settlement of existing land claims left over
from the Spanish regime. The arrival of a mixed group of Shawnee, Delaware, Miami,
and Cherokee immigrants along the St. Francis and White rivers, with settlements on the
north side of the Arkansas River, put pressure on the Quapaws and Caddoes with new
tensions and new alliances against the Osage, increasing the threat of warfare. Until the
existing land claims could be settled, lands could not be surveyed, delaying the sale of
public land. Proceeds from the sale of public lands represented a large proportion of the
funds going into the national treasury. The sooner these lands could be brought into the
market for sale, the sooner the national government could make use of those funds to pay
its debts. Also, until the public land was sold territorial taxation on those lands for
revenue was limited. Despite these problems, Jefferson’s informants presented a prospect
of commerce in Louisiana that made the effort to overcome these issues worthwhile.
Products of Louisiana included sugar, cotton, indigo, rice, furs and peltry, lumber, tar,
pitch, lead, flour, horses and cattle. “Population alone is wanting to multiply them to an
astonishing degree,” according to Jefferson. “The soil is fertile, the climate salubrious,
and the means of communication between most parts of the province certain, and by
water.”12
For inhabitants already in the territory, communication became one of their
persistent concerns. During this early period, many inhabitants had no knowledge of the
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events happening in distant places that would have effects on their lives. John Sibley at
Natchitoches recommended to Governor Claiborne that a good road be opened from
Natchitoches eastward across the Orleans Territory to Natchez, on the Mississippi River.
At the time of his writing, Sibley noted that travel between these two towns meant a long
journey down the Red River, which lower down paralleled the Mississippi. On reaching
the Mississippi, the traveler then had a hard upriver trip to reach Natchez. A road would
make the distance shorter and connect with the existing “Great Road” at Natchitoches,
heading westward to Nacogdoches, then southwestward to Mexico.13
Communication between Natchitoches and the East became important as two
enterprises along the Red River gained in potential for profits: cotton and Indian trade.
There were already twenty-four or twenty-five cotton gins along the settlements near
Natchitoches, with several more being built. Three thousand bales of cotton had been
shipped down the Red River the previous year (1803) with an almost equal amount of
shipping in tobacco. Besides these agricultural pursuits, the Caddoes became anxious for
the Americans to arrive once they heard of the cession of Louisiana to the United States.
The Caddoes believed they would benefit greatly from trade with the Americans. These
ready and willing trade partners were perhaps the friendliest Indian nation west of the
Mississippi. All that was needed was a way to speed goods between the frontier and
markets in the East.14
According to Sibley, the upper forks of the Red River, just above Natchitoches,
were very deep, much like the lower Red. There were large stands of cedar above the
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forks, but the logs came down the river after every “fresh,” and a thousand of them were
lodged together, forming the “Great Raft.” The raft started thirty miles above
Natchitoches and extended nearly a hundred miles up the river, completely choking the
old river bed. In one place, a soil had formed from the decomposing logs over the raft and
trees were growing on it. Over this soil a person could ride a horse and never know that a
river flowed underneath unless they stopped and put their ear against the surface.
Listening closely, the water could be heard running through the logs.15
A way around the raft by water existed, claimed Sibley. A small amount of labor
would make the passage into Lake Bisteneau a much better channel than if the original
river bed was cleared of the raft. The lake was supposedly fifty miles long and three to
six miles wide, deep enough for ships at all times of the year. The river above the raft
also had channels that flowed into the upper end of the lake, open at all seasons to
navigation. Only about three miles from “Bayou Channo,” the lower end of the lake
could connect with the bayou, which was open to the river. With a little digging, this
could be made an all-season passage into the lower end of the river, according to Sibley.
The plan represented one of the first suggestions on how to improve navigation around or
through this massive impediment, but it would not be the last.16
Sibley’s information concerning the Red River made its way to Congress,
sparking interest in the unexplored region of the territory. Lewis and Clark’s expedition
had already set off for the Missouri River when Samuel L. Mitchell, of the House
Committee on Commerce and Manufactures, recommended authorizing Jefferson to
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appoint additional expeditions to explore the Red and Arkansas rivers to their
headwaters. Citing in his report much of the information Sibley supplied on the Red
River region, Mitchell believed that the Arkansas “also seems worthy of being explored
with more care and to a greater extent than has hitherto been done.” Rumors of massive
salt deposits and veins of silver and gold, mixing with other minerals near the Arkansas’s
tributaries warranted an exploratory expedition to put these stories to rest. Anticipating
the problems associated with such adventures, Congress enabled the President to send
expeditions up the Red and Arkansas rivers, or either one of them, or other streams in
Louisiana he thought proper to explore.17
In response to Congress’s authorization, Henry Dearborn notified Wilkinson that
Jefferson had requested that his friend, William Dunbar of Mississippi, explore the Red
and Arkansas rivers to their sources, and the adjacent country. Dearborn anticipated that
Dunbar would ascend the Red River to its source then travel overland to the headwaters
of the Arkansas, giving up the boat to the returning group of men. Dunbar and the
remainder of his escort would then build a new boat and descend the Arkansas to the
Mississippi River and back home to Natchez.18
Unfortunately, those plans changed based on rumors that the Spanish would block
any attempt to explore up the Red River. Dunbar explored from the mouth of the Red
River to the Black River—a section of river flowing into the Red River from the junction
of the Ouachita and Tensas rivers in east-central Louisiana—then up the Ouachita River,
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teaming with Dr. George Hunter on the expedition. Their report, along with Sibley’s
report on the Indian nations west of the Mississippi River and a description of the Red
River region, was attached to the report submitted to Congress in February 1806 on
Lewis and Clark’s expedition up the Missouri River.19
Dunbar and Hunter left St. Catherine’s Creek, just below Natchez on the
Mississippi River, on October 16, 1804. After entering the Red River, the expedition
pushed up the Black River and then entered the Ouachita River, reaching Ouachita Post
on November 6, 1804. Not more than five hundred people lived in the village, which still
appeared to be in a primitive state of development. Most of the inhabitants were hunters
in the winter, who exchanged their peltries with the few merchants for goods. During the
summer these hunters turned to raising small amounts of corn, barely able to sustain their
families. Also at the post, the expedition exchanged their boat for one that drew less
water, making it easier to ascend the river. On November 11, the party resumed their
journey upriver and on November 15 crossed the thirty-third parallel, the dividing line
between Orleans and Louisiana. Later that day they passed the mouth of the Saline River,
which Dunbar noted that hunters routinely ascended and was navigable for small boats,
just as he also noted that other boats routinely traveled the Ouachita. Being late autumn,
the hunters were in the woods and fields, searching for game. Deer and bear were prime
targets, especially for the bear oil which sold well in New Orleans.20
The expedition passed numerous tributaries, negotiated rapids and cascades that
forced the crew to drag the boat over rock shelves in the stream, and encountered hunters
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who told of the navigability of other streams and rivers, such as the Arkansas, St. Francis
and White rivers. Several of the tributaries were given the French appellation of “cache,”
such as “Cache la Tulipe,” indicating streams where French hunters left their deposits of
furs and pelts over poles in plain view on the banks, waiting on their return from hunting.
The trail, or road as Dunbar called it, that connected the Caddo villages to the southwest
with the Quapaw villages on the Arkansas River to the northeast, was also crossed.
Finally, on December 6 the crew reached a landing called Ellis’s camp, from which the
men made a nine mile march from the river into a valley where the hot springs—the site
of today’s Hot Springs, Arkansas—became their Christmas home. On returning to their
boat on December 29, the men found that the river level had dropped, forcing them to
wait until rain and snowmelt caused the river to rise enough to make a safe descent of the
river. Ouachita Post was reached on January 16, 1805, and the expedition returned to
Natchez on January 31. Dunbar chose to leave the expedition at Ouachita Post and
traveled overland, arriving at his home in Mississippi on January 26 after contending with
the flooded conditions between the Black and Mississippi rivers.21
Expeditions by men such as Sibley on the Red River and Dunbar on the Ouachita
River and their subsequent reports played important roles in reinforcing the perception
that the primary mode of transportation in the territory would be by water. They both
spoke of settlements and plantations along the rivers and hunters of various backgrounds
met along the way who used the rivers to ship their goods. But these reports also
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unintentionally exposed the limitations associated with relying on the watercourses for
transportation. The condensed report of Dunbar and Hunter’s journey submitted to
Congress omitted the arduous labor required to pass over the increasingly difficult
obstacles encountered as they came to the upper reaches of the Ouachita, but was
prevalent in Dunbar’s private journal of the expedition. Conditions for overland travel
were not much better, as found on the short nine-mile hike from the Ouachita to the hot
springs. “The people were much fatigued with this day’s labor, altho’ the road is by no
means bad or hilly,” explained Dunbar, “but there is no doubt that a heavy load
constantly bearing a man down must be very fatiguing upon the best of roads.” (see fig.
7).22

22

Dunbar, Life, Letters, and Papers, 260-270.

77

Figure 7. A segment of the map of the Ouachita River, based on William Dunbar’s
exploration, showing the Hot Springs, Arkansas area. Nicholas King, Map of the Washita
river in Louisiana from the Hot Springs to the confluence of the Red River with the
Mississippi (London: R. Phillips, 1804) from Library of Congress, Map,
http://hdl.loc.gov/loc.gmd/g4002o.ct001324 (accessed May 27, 2010).
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The one area that still remained a blank was the land between the Ouachita River
to the St. Francis River, even to New Madrid. To gain knowledge of this middle area, the
national government relied on information supplied by government officials in the
territory, mainly from the War Department, and particularly its Office of Indian Affairs.
In 1804, a major crisis appeared in the Missouri River region and northward,
where conflicts between the Osages and neighboring native nations threatened white
settlement. A populated frontier with a strong militia was deemed the only solution to
ending Indian threats. The growing trade route between Omaha and Santa Fe, where
traders with the Spanish entrepot rendezvoused, became an important route needing
protection.23 The importance of this suggestion is that it is one of the first mentions of a
system of military fortifications along the frontier. Located at the mouths of several rivers
(the Wisconsin, the Platte, and the Osage), the obvious mode of transporting troops and
supplies was by water, but the need was there for improving the frontier and the routes to
that frontier. This idea of establishing a chain of defensive frontier outposts became more
prevalent through the territorial period.
Farther south, the inhabitants of New Madrid district also became concerned
about their safety, especially since they were on the front line of the frontier facing the
Mississippi River from the Ohio to the Arkansas River, with their backs to the St.
Francis. Because of the large area involved and their limited resources, the inhabitants
could not protect themselves and began to abandon the settlements, according to
complaints submitted to Major James Bruff, the military commander of Louisiana
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District at St. Louis, by a “representation” of the citizens of New Madrid. The complaint
claimed that there were only ten soldiers manning the garrison at New Madrid, not
enough to protect the entire district from marauding Indians, particularly the Creeks who
were crossing the Mississippi River raiding settlements and travelers along the river.
Interestingly, none of the men making up this representation resided at New Madrid, but
lived in St. Louis. The solution Bruff proposed to Wilkinson was to establish a post on
the St. Francis River and to draw a line some distance back from the Mississippi River,
limiting white settlement to the eastern side of the line. This limitation would cause the
area near the Mississippi River to increase in population, making it more easily defended
with a growing militia. Settlement, though, had already reached as far as the White River,
which placed white settlers in danger of Osage and Creek depridations.24
Echoing Bruff to some degree was Rufus Easton, postmaster at St. Louis since
October 1804. Easton wrote to Jefferson, updating the president on the conditions in the
district. The “landed interest” had persuaded Congress to “retard the settlement on the
west side of the Mississippi,” and Easton argued that to do such would leave the district
vulnerable to Indian attacks and “would either totally cut off the navigation of the river or
render it too perilous to carry on that communication and intercourse so absolutely
necessary between the upper and lower country to transport to market its vast produce,”
which included lead, “salt iron,” and other products needed by the people in the East.25
Easton suggested that Congress determine a line of longitude as a limit for western
settlement, as Bruff suggested, but to make the line beyond the current settlements,
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giving room for growth by new emigrants. New emigration would be prohibited beyond
the line. According to Easton, “A strong frontier Settlement would thereby be formed
sufficient in a short time to protect itself against the ravages of the Indians, should any
dare to molest—the navigation of the Mississippi secured and the general prosperity of
the United States felt from an enhanced value of the public lands in the interior.”26 The
views of Bruff and Easton illustrated the developing division within the district between
the existing landed interests and the new settlers. One group wanted to hold and protect
their landholdings and positions in society, the other group wanted to open the floodgates
to new landholders—including land speculators—who saw the opportunities available in
a new territory. Caught in the middle of this debate which directly affected them was a
growing, though scattered, white population in the Arkansas district, whose frustrations
expressed by the inhabitants sandwiched between Orleans Territory to the south and the
Louisiana District settlements to the north indicated the lack of attention Arkansas
received from either direction. This sense of alienation grew over the next several years
and was exacerbated by a demand for better communications between the inhabitants and
their government.
Advantages of limiting transportation and travel to the territory’s rivers soon
became apparent. After officially establishing Louisiana Territory and its government by
proclamation on July 4, 1805, the new governor, James Wilkinson, was bombarded with
several issues. The Spanish were causing intrigue on the southwestern border near
Natchitoches regarding the location of the western border of the territory, Comanche
warfare with the Osages in the southwest blocked the way to Santa Fe, while to the north
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of St. Louis, Indian disputes and complaints took much of the governor’s attention. A
vexing problem was trade in liquor to the Indians. Because of this trade Wilkinson
prohibited anyone from entering the interior of the territory, especially by river, without
the governor’s written permission. Granting permission came only after inspection of the
cargo accompanying the person ascertained that no alcohol was headed to the Indians.27
The Osages had been raiding along the Arkansas River, led by a Chief Big Track.
Wilkinson wanted to force this band and their leaders north to their own country. Pierre
Chouteau, who had been appointed agent of Indian affairs in the territory, suggested that
to take away the Osages’ incentive to remain in Arkansas, Wilkinson prohibit traders
ascending the Arkansas River above Arkansas Post. Wilkinson had been led to believe
that only one trader had ascended the river beyond the post in the last year, so prohibiting
traffic would not be difficult to do. Wilkinson believed the inhabitants of Arkansas Post
were essentially under military authority since no civil regulations or officials had arrived
at Arkansas Post and that government in the area resided in the military commandant at
the garrison for the region, much as had been the situation under the Spanish. Since
Wilkinson had taken over as governor, nothing had really changed in Arkansas other than
that the people’s main means of livelihood had been blocked by the governor’s orders
preventing trade with the Indians. This situation did not make the new governor popular
with the people of Arkansas.28
John Burke Treat, as agent and factor at the government’s trading house (factory)
at the town of Arkansas Post, arrived in the territory in 1805. The factory was important
27
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for Indian trade, as the federal government sought to regulate or control trade and
maintain peaceful relations with the Indians by delivering the annual consignments owed
to the Indians at these government establishments.
Beginning in 1796, Congress gave the president authority to establish government
trading houses on the frontier and in Indian country for the purpose of carrying on a
“liberal” trade with the Indian nations within the limits of the United States. Agents, or
factors, were appointed to conduct trade with the Indians, but only for the public good,
not for their private gain. The government factories placed the factors in direct
competition with the private trading houses on the frontier. The factors also acted as
Indian agents, distributing the presents or concessions that became an expected annuity
by the Indians on the frontier. In some areas, such as the Arkansas River valley, private
trading houses had created monopolies in the fur and pelt business. If a monopoly was
going to be established, the government wanted it to be its own. The factors, as Indian
agents, also found themselves increasingly taking on the role of mediator in disputes
between Indians and settlers. In Louisiana Territory, and Arkansas in particular, factors
also found themselves mediating between belligerent Indian nations.29
Treat’s journey to Arkansas took him from Philadelphia by way of Pittsburgh,
Pennsylvania, which he reached in May 1805. The goods consigned to Arkansas had not
arrived at Pittsburgh, so he had to wait for their arrival. This represented only a portion of
the goods, the remainder of the consignment went by way of New Orleans, then up the
Mississippi River to Arkansas. Even though the shipment to Pittsburgh arrived on
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June 10, Treat had to wait on a detachment of troops making the trip with him. Some of
these men were going on to Arkansas while the rest were going to other posts. Using
troopers cut the expense of hiring boatmen to man another flatboat that took them
downriver. With the arrival of the detachment, Treat set off from Pittsburgh on June 24,
but low water in the Ohio River slowed the boats, and they arrived on August 9 at Fort
Massac on the Illinois bank of the Ohio River, across from present-day Paducah,
Kentucky. One of the boats sank, but the goods were retrieved and dried out. These goods
included military clothing and the annuities going to the Sac and Fox Indians in northern
Louisiana Territory. Treat took on another flatboat that arrived at Massac carrying goods
destined for the factory at Chickasaw Bluffs and Fort Pickering, site of present-day
Memphis, Tennessee; arriving on August 22. Leaving Chickasaw Bluff on August 27, it
took six days to reach the mouth of the Arkansas River. From there, Treat transferred to a
“flat rowboat,” most likely a bateau, and rowed to Arkansas Post, taking three days, “in
consequence of the Stream in many places being very rapid, and generally of a great
depth.”30
The flatboats and bateaux used by Treat on shipping goods from Pittsburgh to
Arkansas Post most likely were those commissioned by Dearborn to be built in Pittsburgh
in March 1805. Dearborn commissioned Lieutenant Moses Hook, assistant military agent
in Pittsburgh, to have built several flatboats for transporting goods and troops to St.
Louis, “which must be such as will be proper to go up the Mississippi from the mouth of
the Ohio—and one to ascend the Arkansas to the Town & Garrison,” to carry from
twenty-five to thirty men along with three or four tons of cargo. Dearborn also wanted
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Hook to build at least six “Albany Batteaux” [sic] at Pittsburgh. Doubting the availability
of boatyards in Pittsburgh with knowledge of the Albany bateaux, Dearborn gave Hook a
detailed description of the type of craft he had in mind. These sharp ended boats were flat
bottomed, thirty-two feet long, five to five and a half feet wide at the bottom, and
eighteen inches wider at the gunwale. To make the boats easier to row against the current,
they were narrower from midship to the stern than from midship forward. Oar locks were
provided for six to eight oars per boat. According to Dearborn, when properly
constructed these bateaux drew less water than other boats, “which are calculated for
ascending rivers, they cost much less, and are built in much less time.”31
While Dearborn was familiar with the “Albany” bateaux, similar boats had been
used by French trappers on Arkansas watercourses going back to the colonial days. Those
used on the southern waters tended to be smaller, around eighteen feet long and three feet
wide, but both types were only about twenty-two inches deep. The smaller bateaux
typically used four oars (two pairs) rather than the eight oars suggested by Dearborn for
the larger type. Both types supplemented the rowing propulsion with setting poles,
allowing the boats to be “poled” along when necessary, referring to a means of
locomotion utilizing several men with long poles who would push their poles into the
riverbed, starting at the bow of the boat, and walk towards the stern propelling the boat
forward as they walked. While two men remained at the stern holding the boat against the
current so as not to lose ground, the remaining men hurriedly returned to the bow with
their poles to start the process over again. If the poles could not touch the river bottom,
other means of propulsion had to be used. In addition to the rowing oars, a long steering
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oar at the stern was used similarly to the gondoliers in Italy to steer and propel the vessel.
Another method for propelling boats was “tracking” or towing the boat upstream by
landing men onshore, where they would literally tow the boat by rope as they walked
along a track on the river bank. This technique was better known as using the “cordelle.”
Similarly, if a towpath was not accessible along the bank the boat was propelled in a
process called “warping” where the coil end of the rope was carried by a small boat or a
swimmer ahead of the flatboat or keelboat and tied to a tree. The vessel was then pulled
forward while another rope was taken forward to another tree. As a last resort, should the
vegetation and trees along the shore hinder towing with the rope or if additional pulling
power was needed due to a strong current, the men might hold onto the trees or
vegetation along the river banks, such as willows that overhung the streams, and use
those to pull the boat slowly along in a technique known as “bushwhacking.” This was
hard, tedious, and dangerous work.32
According to Treat, nine or ten residents at the post were involved in trade, in
addition to two or three Frenchmen who came from Detroit annually with goods. The
trade houses were led by the house of Bright and Company, which had transferred from
Chickasaw Bluff to Arkansas in 1803. This company was associated to trading houses in
New Orleans and Philadelphia. The total capital utilized among the trading houses in
Arkansas amounted to fifty thousand dollars, a large investment in early nineteenth
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century terms. Almost half of the total capital went to Bright and Company. The
remainder was divided among the other eight or nine houses in decreasing increments.
Not all of the goods represented by this capital were at Arkansas Post at one time, unless
the traders on the White and St. Francis rivers also came to the post to obtain their
supplies. This venture represented big business, more so than that of the typical image of
rough frontiersmen conjures when considering the fur trade.33
The trading business was built on credit and speculation. Large amounts of goods
were given to the Indians before the hunt, anticipating the values of the furs and pelts that
would be received at the end of the hunting season. Until the Indians came back to the
post with their furs at the end of the season, the trading houses remained heavily extended
and were “always apprehensive” until the Indians returned. According to Treat, the
houses constantly threatened to stop giving the Indians these advances, as well as
importing goods for such trade, in an attempt to reduce the credit situation. This condition
worsened with the arrival of Choctaws and Chickasaws at the post that had crossed the
Mississippi River at the St. Francis River to obtain supplies and had accompanied the
Quapaws on the hunt.34
By the time Treat arrived at Arkansas Post, word of Wilkinson’s ban on trade up
the Arkansas, White, and St. Francis rivers had reached the area, placing the trading
houses in a precarious situation. Since the advanced goods for the year’s hunt had already
been distributed, the Indians expected the next year’s supplies to be distributed when they
arrived at the post with the product of their current hunt. The traders were apprehensive
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of the Indian reaction if trade remained halted. Also, the goods on hand at the post would
remain warehoused and possibly ruin if not given out, representing a large loss on their
investments. As a result, the traders intended to simply ignore Wilkinson’s proclamation,
especially since the goods that arrived in October 1805 contained goods “particularly
selected” for the Osages, such as smooth-bore muskets which no other tribe would use.
All of the other tribes used rifles, only the Osage desired the muskets. The traders would
then be stuck with goods they were unable to sell, at the risk of angering the Osages and
endangering traders arriving upriver empty handed.35
Treat found Arkansas Post relatively healthy during the early fall, with inhabitants
suffering only slight or intermittent fevers until the first frost in early October, when the
fevers completely disappeared. Frenchmen and their families made up the majority of the
sixty to seventy families residing at the post or within a three to four mile radius. Nine or
ten of the families had immigrated from Virginia, Maryland, and Pennsylvania. Only one
or two Spanish families lived at Arkansas Post. Most of the French were natives of the
region or had immigrated from St. Louis or New Orleans. Two or three of the French
were directly from Europe. A few families, no more than eight, had scattered up the
Arkansas River. The nearest of these families resided about fifty miles upriver, while the
farthest lived about one hundred miles away by land, which Treat figured was around 120
miles by river. With only one or two exceptions, the sixty blacks living at Arkansas Post
were all slaves, with typically no more than three slaves per white family.36
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The main pursuits of the inhabitants were farming, trading, or hunting, with
farming limited mostly to subsistence. Wheat, hemp, and flax did well in the area as well
as Indian corn, but the blackbirds and crows attacked this last crop keeping the farmers
from growing it very much. Without a gin to process the crop, cotton remained at the
time a product for family domestic use. Some plantations had grown several acres of
cotton, producing nine to twelve hundred pounds per acre “in the seed,” indicating the
potential for future production of the crop. So much did cotton seem like a worthwhile
endeavor that a gin was being constructed at the time of Treat’s arrival at the village.
Livestock—“horn-cattle, sheep, and hogs”—also did well, since the nearby prairies and
their grasses and cane supported grazing cattle and sheep, and the climate was mild.
Agriculture was in its infancy in Arkansas at the time, with the most industrious farmers
amounting to half a dozen of the families from the American states. In this frontier
location, where prospects for cultural pursuits seemed remote, Treat found his situation to
be agreeable to him, where “a person with a well chosen Library may render his situation
far from being uncomfortable” even though “sequestered from the gay-World.”37
The importance of the Arkansas River as the main transportation artery into the
territory was reflected in the lengthy description of the river and its tributaries given by
Treat. Despite the fact that Treat had not ventured farther upriver than Arkansas Post,
traders and other inhabitants in the area gave Treat plenty of information for him to
describe the Arkansas valley up to the Grand Forks in present-day eastern Oklahoma.
Beyond the forks, descriptions became more speculative and inaccurate, but evidenced
that white men had traveled far up the Arkansas and the rivers feeding into it.
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Ascending the Arkansas, travelers encountered streams such as Fourche La Fave
and “Grand Quadron” (Cadron Creek) near present-day Conway, while the Poteau River
joined the Arkansas from the southwest at present-day Fort Smith. The Grand Forks
comprised the Canadian River from the southwest, while the Arkansas flowed from the
northwest. Beyond the forks the Arkansas was joined by other tributaries, such as the
Illinois (not to be confused with the larger tributary of the Mississippi of the same name),
Neosho, and Verdigris rivers entering from the north. All of these watercourses were
supposed to be navigable for at least a portion of their distance from the Arkansas. When
this information was added to the information supplied by Sibley and Dunbar, the federal
government gained a more complete picture of the river transportation network, its
navigability, and the number and type of people in the region. The claims of mineral
deposits farther upriver, especially salt deposits, also offered potential for exploitation of
the Arkansas interior. Situated in what appeared to be an ideal location as a depot for
those products going up or down the river, Arkansas Post seemed prime to become the
premier settlement on the Arkansas River. But about 170 river miles above Arkansas Post
the country became more mountainous and stony, demarked by a good landing on the
southwest bank known as “the Little Rocks,” destined to compete with its downriver
sister for prominence.38
River travel came with its own problems, though. The willows overgrowing the
river banks obscured the mouths of rivers. Treat found that the mouth of the Arkansas
River was not visible when descending the Mississippi River until after passing the
mouth of the Arkansas, which resulted in having to laboriously turn around and make an
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ascending approach to the Arkansas. Another traveler, Fortescue Cuming from
Philadelphia, experienced the same problem on descending the Mississippi River in May
and June 1808. Cuming “passed the mouth of the river St. Francois (St. Francis River) on
the right, but we could not see it on account of the overlapping of two willow points,
which veil it from passengers on the Mississippi.”39 After passing the St. Francis River,
Cuming found that willows covered the banks and the islands for another forty miles
down the Mississippi. When mooring for the night at one of these islands, his party
experienced the other problem with the willows: they were havens for mosquitoes. The
next day, June 1, 1808, Cuming nearly missed the mouth of the White River, obscured
again by the willows.40
Despite the problems associated with water travel, these descriptions served the
purpose of reinforcing the idea of using the rivers as the primary mode of transportation
in the territory for the foreseeable future, putting off the necessity of constructing roads
into the interior. As long as the fur trade remained the major economic endeavor in the
southern portion of the territory and most of the settlements remained close to the rivers,
water travel dominated. Unfortunately, even in this frontier environment, river and
streams did not always accommodate the most direct communication between territorial
settlements, especially between the seat of government in St. Louis and the territory’s
most remote inhabitants on the Red River.
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Treat was the first civil government official to arrive at Arkansas Post. With his
arrival the need for better communication by mail with the rest of the country, especially
to the East, became more pronounced. Since there was no postal route to Arkansas Post,
letters were sent by travelers heading to more populated areas, where there were post
offices and connections going eastward. The hazards of travel caused correspondents to
send duplicate letters by other travelers and differing routes in the hopes that at least one
of the letters would make it to its destination. The army also looked forward to better allweather communications across the territory. Captain James Many had been sent with a
detachment to scout a land route between Natchitoches and St. Louis. On his way north,
Many stopped at Arkansas Post. Before continuing his trek northward on October 20,
1805, Many told Treat that he believed that the “situation of the Country through which
he passed … will admit of a Road equal in goodness to any in the Union, and at far less
expense; it intercepts our River about forty-two Miles from this Place by Land.” This
route was the Southwest Trail, which many immigrants used even in its unimproved
condition.41
The mail situation, though, had been addressed by a petition to Congress earlier in
1805. Eligius Fromentin, as an agent for the inhabitants of Louisiana District, had
delivered to Congress a petition from the inhabitants of the southern portion of Louisiana,
requesting another mail route to New Madrid from Eddyville, Kentucky. One of the
petitioners’ main desires was the receipt of newspapers from the East, so the people could
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participate in the national politics and governmental affairs. Fromentin observed that
“there is no part of the United States where the information which will result from those
extended communications can be more eminently useful than in Louisiana.”42 Others in
the territory also complained of non-delivery or lateness of the mail and the performance
of the mail carrier. Charles Gratiot had communicated these complaints to the postmaster
general, Gideon Granger, who in turn told Gratiot that the situation was being handled.
The carrier had been fined for his neglect and new contracts had been issued seeking new
carriers in the territory. A weekly mail delivery to St. Louis would begin, but service to
the rest of the territory would remain irregular for some time. Granger warned Gratiot,
and the people of Louisiana, that “occasional delays will unavoidably take place from the
condition of the Country,” but that the service would try to furnish a regular delivery to
Louisiana.43
In fairness to the postal service, mail delivery across the country had improved
dramatically with the growth of the nation. By January 1807, the number of post offices
in the country had increased by ten times over that of 1793, rising from 193 post offices
to almost 1,900. In the same period, miles of post roads had risen from over 5,600 miles
to nearly 32,000 miles. At the same time, the amount of miles covered weekly in
transporting the mail, whether by coaches used by travelers or by sulkies and horseback
by contracting carriers, had grown from over 16,000 miles to nearly 87,000 miles.
Between January 1803 and January 1807, the weekly mileage covered by carriers
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increased nearly 20,000 miles alone. Much of this increase took place in the new
territories carved out of the Louisiana Purchase. Still, the inhabitants of Louisiana, and
Arkansas especially, felt the slowness of communication kept the territory in a frontier
condition longer than necessary.44
While Granger and the postal service worked toward better communications to
and from the frontier areas, other people actually on the frontier saw little improvement
in the mail system. John Bledsoe, an attorney from Kentucky representing land claimants
in Louisiana Territory, wrote to his friend and fellow Kentuckian, John Breckinridge, the
attorney general. Bledsoe had traveled to St. Louis from Vincennes and was dismayed at
the lack of roads and the failure of the mails since his arrival in Louisiana. He was
surprised that the government had not built a road “better than a Cow path, and to have
some stages on the road, at least enough to facilitate the carriage of the Mail” between the
two territorial seats of government. Out of the scheduled mail runs to St. Louis, three out
of four had failed.45 If the road from Vincennes to St. Louis was nothing but a “cow
path,” roads in Louisiana Territory were nearly non-existent.
Congress began making an attempt at improving the nation’s transportation
system by supporting a network of road and canal projects introduced by Secretary of the
Treasury Albert Gallatin. Gallatin’s report on roads and canals, submitted to the Senate
on April 6, 1808, was a massive undertaking in answer to a Senate resolution by the
Ninth Congress, in March 1807. Congress sought a plan for establishing the means for
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building roads and canals, to know which projects of such magnitude requiring the
assistance of federal funding had already commenced in the nation, and whether there
were potential projects deserving such government assistance. While Gallatin listed
numerous projects both planned and already commenced, all of these projects were
condensed into four basic categories that the weight of federal aid could get built: first,
the building of a network of canals running north and south along the Atlantic seacoast;
second, “communications between the Atlantic and Western waters;” third, connecting
the Atlantic waters to the Great Lakes and the St. Lawrence River; and fourth, building a
network of interior canals to connect the web of natural watercourses with each other.46
For the people of Louisiana the inclusion of a road from Cincinnati, on the Ohio
River, by way of Vincennes to St. Louis would help improve communication to the East.
Gallatin recognized this need when suggesting such roads towards the frontier, intended
primarily for the traveler and not the transport of heavy loads, but “principally for the
purpose of accelerating the progress of the mail, and the prompt transmission of
information of a public nature.” This was exactly what the settlers in Louisiana needed,
and while the report had the support of such senators as John Quincy Adams, Jefferson
could only support it if Congress passed an amendment to the Constitution granting
powers to the federal government for building and funding such projects. The anticipated
surpluses in the treasury that Gallatin predicted would certainly pay for internal
improvements such as these, but with worsening conditions between the United States

46

Senate Journal, 9th Cong., 2nd Sess., March 2, 1807, 166; Report on Roads and Canals,
April 4, 1808, 10th Cong., 1st Sess. (Senate), Am. St. P.: Misc., Doc. 250, 1:724-725, 739. See also
Joseph Hobson Harrison, Jr., “The Internal Improvement Issue in the Politics of the Union, 17831825” (PhD diss., University of Virginia, 1954), 196-199; and Larson, Internal Improvement, 5963.

95

and Britain portending a possible war, those surpluses would be needed for defense more
than domestic improvements. So Jefferson began the policy of seeking an amendment
before accepting internal improvement bills outside those for postal or military roads,
which future presidents followed in varying degrees.47
Besides better mail service, another factor pressed the need for more direct
communication within the territory. Wilkinson aggravated the “old inhabitants” by
forcing these claimants to have their lands surveyed, something the claimants could not
afford. Even if they could, the laws passed by Congress concerning validation of
Louisiana land claims gave claimants little or no time to comply with this condition. The
first act for adjusting land titles in Louisiana specified that claimants had to have their
titles confirmed and recorded by the land commissioners by March 1, 1806. The act was
approved March 2, 1805, seemingly giving the claimants a year to comply. With the
slowness of communication to and within the territory, several months passed before the
land owner received news of the deadline. Then, land owners had to collect all the
documents they held confirming their grant or claim. These had to be taken to St. Louis
to present either in person or by a representative agent before the Board of Land
Commissioners. With Wilkinson’s further condition of having a survey made also, the
land owners faced impossible odds of having their claims recorded in time. Travel and
communication problems became a factor in whether or not families held onto their land.
Making matters worse, the land commissioners decided to only accept viva voce
depositions from witnesses that claimants used in their confirmations, such as from
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former Spanish commandants still residing in the vicinity. Many of these witnesses were
reluctant or unable to make the long and arduous journey simply to give depositions.48
By May 1806, Jefferson could not ignore the growing dissension between
Wilkinson and some of the military and civil officers as well as prominent citizens in
Louisiana Territory. While he still believed in the correctness of appointing Wilkinson as
governor, Jefferson found the factionalism in the territory too disruptive. Rather than
simply remove Wilkinson, orders were issued to the major general to report to New
Orleans and take command of the army in the southwest, in preparation for possible
hostilities with the Spanish in Mexico.49
Through all of the political intrigues in northern Louisiana, Arkansas remained
relatively isolated, to the point that the people felt neglected. Before he left the territory,
though, Wilkinson divided the territory into smaller districts and on January 1, 1806,
Arkansas became a district of its own, separate from New Madrid district. The
boundaries of this new district approximated the outline of the future Arkansas Territory.

48

The Land Commissioners to the Secretary of the Treasury, January 24, 1806, with
enclosure, Memorial Containing Details Respecting the Property of the Inhabitants of New
Madrid, December 20, 1805, Territorial Papers, vol. 13, 395-418; Secretary of the Treasury to
Thomas Worthington, February 8, 1806, ibid., 432-441; Act of March 2, 1805, ch. 26, Stats at
Large of USA 2(1845), 324-329. See also Rothman, Slave Country, 39-40, who also explains the
problems of imposing the land survey system, with its grid pattern, on the newly obtained
Southwest and the irregular land claims of the French, Spanish, and British inhabitants.
49

The President to Samuel Smith, May 4, 1806, and The Secretary of War to Governor
Wilkinson, May 6, 1806, Territorial Papers, vol. 13, 504-507. Andro Linklater, An Artist in
Treason: The Extraordinary Double Life of General James Wilkinson (New York: Walker
Publishing Co., 2009), 218-237. Although Linklater is mostly concerned with Wilkinson’s part in
the Aaron Burr conspiracy, a concise explanation is given of Wilkinson’s bias towards the
Louisiana Territory Creoles and the disintegration of his relations with Bruff and Judge John
Lucas, one of the Land Commissioners. In the older Wilkinson biography, James Ripley Jacobs,
Tarnished Warrior: Major-General James Wilkinson (New York: MacMillan Company, 1938),
215-229, Jacobs claims that this bias towards the French inhabitants by Wilkinson met Jefferson’s
desires to gain their goodwill, but led to alienation of Wilkinson’s military staff in the process.

97

The stated reason for this division was to provide “more convenient distribution of
Justice, the prevention of crimes and injuries and execution of process civil and
criminal…and appoint thereto such magistrates and other civil officers as he may deem
necessary.”50 In short, the seat of government at St. Louis was too distant to effectively
administer necessary business to the remote areas of Arkansas, especially land
transactions. The inability to have land claims quickly settled by the land commissioners
became a sore point for the people of Arkansas, especially those who had settled on land
years before the United States took possession of the territory. These settlers claimed
preemption rights but for many it took years before the outcome of their claims became
known. As more white settlers crossed the Mississippi River looking for new lands, they
also needed land claims settled more quickly than actually happened. Just as important,
with a justice living within the new district he would be more conducive to order
construction of new roads as needed.
The departure of Wilkinson left territorial Secretary Joseph Browne as acting
governor, a position he held until April 1807. Jefferson needed someone in Louisiana that
he knew and could trust. The president appointed Meriwether Lewis, of the Missouri
River expedition fame, to be territorial governor with a commission dated March 3, 1807.
Lewis lacked experience in civil government and Jefferson needed someone in the
territorial administration who was qualified and “above all suspicion of bias” to assist
Lewis. Jefferson and Gallatin also needed someone who could help loosen the logjam
blocking the confirmation of land claims in the territory. As long as that situation
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remained, no public lands could be surveyed and sold. Frederick Bates became the
answer to their problem.51
Bates, a Virginian, was appointed in 1805 as associate justice of Michigan
Territory and served on the Board of Land Commissioners of that territory. He had also
been appointed receiver of public monies at Detroit in the fall of 1804. While in
Washington, D.C., to report on the work of the land board in 1807, Bates was appointed
secretary of Louisiana Territory, a member of the Board of Land Commissioners, and
recorder of land titles. Bates knew that Browne had formed strong ties in the territory and
felt uneasy replacing the former secretary. To ease Bates’s mind, he was told that as a
brother-in-law of Aaron Burr, Browne was considered dangerous making his removal
inevitable. As a loyal Republican who had proven his ability in Michigan Territory, Bates
seemed a good choice to try and untangle the mess in Louisiana.52
Commissioned February 4, 1807, Bates arrived in St. Louis on April 1, but did not
begin his duties until April 7, when Browne left office. Since Lewis had not arrived in the
territory, and would not for a whole year, Bates also became acting governor. One of
Bates’s first actions returned the District of Arkansas to the jurisdiction of the New
Madrid district by proclamation on July 7, 1807. The justification for this action was that
the separation of Arkansas from New Madrid had not benefited the people of Arkansas
and the people would be better served by reuniting with New Madrid. Bates claimed that
government had not been effective in the district, but had been “rather withholden from
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than assured to the good People of Arkansas by a delusive and inefficient organization.”
In his justification, Bates implied that the remoteness of the region and the insignificance
of its population and settlements helped lead to his decision. Whether this fact was true or
not, it represented a step backwards for Arkansas.53
Illustrating the frustrating slowness of communications within the territory was
the instance of the land commissioners going to the people to record their claims. In June
1807, William C. Carr, appointed as the government agent to investigate land claims in
Louisiana in 1805, notified Gallatin that the Board of Land Commissioners had decided
to hold hearings for land claimants in the districts away from St. Louis over the next
several months. With the deadline for recording their proof of claims coming due in July
1808, the board decided it would be expedient to go to the people rather than have
claimants come to St. Louis. The itinerary had the commissioners meeting in St. Louis
and St. Charles in July and August 1807 respectively, after which the commissioners
were to travel to St. Genevieve, meeting the first Monday of November for one week.
Cape Girardeau’s session was set for the first Monday of March 1808 for one week, then
moving to New Madrid the third Monday of March for one week, and finally at Camp
l’Esperance (an American corruption of Campo del Esperanza) the first Monday of April
1808 for one week. This last session was to hear the claimants from around Camp
l’Esperance and the rest of Arkansas. This meant that settlers farther south in Arkansas
would still have quite a distance to travel with their papers and witnesses. Carr indicated
to Gallatin a reluctance to travel as far as Camp l’Esperance with the board, citing “the
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length of time they will be absent [from St. Louis] and the difficulty of traveling to and
from Camp l’Esperance.” The board’s decision to meet in St. Genevieve in November
reflected the commissioners’ fear of the fevers that were prevalent during late summer
and early fall.54
The first problem encountered was getting word to all of the inhabitants in these
districts of the board’s meeting schedule. Newspaper notices would be best, but the
territory had no newspaper until July 1808, which published too late for this notice. The
nearest newspapers were in Vincennes, in Indiana Territory. By the time notices could
reach Vincennes, then printed and mailed back to the settlements in the territory, the time
would be too short for inhabitants to travel and attend the meetings. Notices could be sent
directly by mail to the settlements, but the failure rate of the postal service made the odds
of the notices reaching the settlements in time, if at all, very slim.
When the spring of 1808 arrived, the land commissioners had second thoughts of
traveling to the south. On reflection, it was deemed “inconvenient to its members to
undertake such a journey, at so an early part of the Season.” The commissioners decided
to postpone their trip until May, out of the flood season. The narrow window of time that
travel could be made between St. Louis and Arkansas worked against the inhabitants of
the southern parts of the territory. The spring was flood season while late August to early
October meant fever season. Winter became questionable due to the inclement weather
and possible ice on the rivers, leaving only the three months of summer as ideal for travel
southward. Land claimants were running out of time. Since the July 1808 deadline was
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fast approaching, Bates decided to go to the southern settlements himself, accepting
evidence and hearing claimants and their witnesses.55
The board met and conducted business in Cape Girardeau sometime in May, then
moved south to Camp l’Esperance, across from present-day Memphis and later called by
its American translation: Hopefield. Bates conducted the board’s business at Hopefield,
but few claimants from Arkansas Post attended these sessions. Bates took it upon himself
to go to Arkansas Post and see what claimants might come to the post to be heard. After
arriving at Arkansas Post on July 2, the business at the post only took a week to
complete, but due to the illness of his men and “other untoward circumstances,” Bates
remained longer. The claims had been brought forward “with much irregularity.”
Claimants lacked the business sense to have their affairs in any kind of order since the
only business they knew was “that of the chase.” Only a few claimants from Arkansas
had shown up at Cape Girardeau and Hopefield, giving Bates the false impression that
only a few needed recording at Arkansas Post. Instead, droves of claimants arrived,
bringing their claims and not seeming to understand that they had missed the July 1
deadline. Most claims were presented by agents, who had predated the documents to
June 29, 1808. Bates explained that he could not officially accept their documents, but
would take them anyway simply to “deposit” the evidence in the hopes they might
receive an extension to record their claims. The claimants’ main reason for missing the
deadline was that they simply did not hear about it until it was too late. Communication
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had been too slow. Bates left Arkansas Post sometime after July 22, and arrived back in
St. Louis on August 13, 1808.56
True to his word, Bates gained extensions for recording the claims. Authority had
been granted the land commissioners to extend the deadline for claimants, which they did
several times in 1808 and 1809. Each time an extension was given, notices were placed in
the Missouri Gazette newspaper, to run for nine weeks prior to the actual deadline. These
extensions were to facilitate the receipt of tardy testimonies, particularly in the more
remote districts such as Arkansas. The final deadline was supposed to be April 1, 1809,
but Gallatin allowed one more extension to July 1, 1809. Afterwards, extensions allowed
by Congress became almost an annual event through the antebellum period in Missouri,
Louisiana, and Arkansas. Congress and Gallatin became anxious, though, to open public
land offices and to survey the lands for public sale. In order to do that, Congress needed a
report of the claims confirmed and rejected by the commissioners. On February 1, 1810,
the Board of Land Commissioners submitted a report to Gallatin on their work to that
date. Out of 3,056 claims recorded, 2,699 had offered testimony of proof. Only 323
claims had been certified, while 167 were to be certified following returns of surveys.
Another 139 claims had been denied confirmation completely. This number totaled 629
claims that had been acted on out of the original 3,056. A large number of the over 2,699
claims with testimonies were in the southern districts, including Arkansas. Still, there
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remained over 350 claims in the remote areas that had offered no testimonies supporting
them. These last claims were the ones that would drag on for a number of years.57
While Bates contended with land claims, the relatively short governorship of
Meriwether Lewis became embroiled in Indian affairs. Lewis’s performance in handling
territorial problems created more factionalism, alienating Bates in the process. Lewis did
have a friend in the territory when William Clark, his former partner in their now famous
exploratory expedition, became general agent for Indian affairs in Louisiana Territory.
While others in the territory acted as sub-agents addressing the needs of specific nations,
such as Pierre Chouteau to the Osage and John Treat to the Quapaws and other nations in
Arkansas, they were subordinate to Clark. Having Clark in the territory did not
necessarily mean that Lewis listened to or confided in Clark when making decisions.
When the relationship between Lewis and Bates soured, Bates wrote to his brother in
Virginia that he regretted that Lewis had resigned from the military as that was the career
that best suited Lewis, not civil administration. Even though Bates disagreed with
Lewis’s civil decisions, he still respected him as a man who had accomplished a great
achievement.58
As early as March 1806, John Treat tried to convince the War Department that the
Quapaws were desperately trying to assimilate into the white culture, giving up hunting
for agriculture. Their women had already shown that they could subsist on the corn and
horses which were traded at Arkansas Post, now their men believed this would be the best
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way to remain on their lands. But the Quapaws had received no annuities as the other
nations living among them had, no one from the government had addressed them as they
had the other nations, and now the Little Osage were encroaching into the Quapaw range,
vowing never to return to their natural home on the Osage River. Treat also warned of the
growing resentment of the French inhabitants in Arkansas over the newly arriving
Americans who had ignored Wilkinson’s ban on heading upriver into the interior of
Arkansas, while the French obeyed the prohibition. The target of this resentment was the
trading house of Morgan & Bright, who ignored the ban and expanded their monopoly in
trade up the Arkansas River.59
Dearborn wanted Treat to become more aggressive in forcing Morgan & Bright to
trade only at Arkansas Post, a move Treat cringed at taking on. Also, Wilkinson had
ordered Captain James Many, commander of the garrison at Arkansas Post, to remove
intruders he came across up the White River, meaning whites who had immigrated into
the area without permission.60 While land possession became the important pursuit in the
northern part of the territory, trade with the Indians remained the paramount economic
endeavor along the Arkansas River and its tributaries. Whites from across the Mississippi
River moved up these rivers, as arteries of trade and transportation, and made their
presence felt among the Indians.
Once Lewis arrived as governor, he resorted to a “get tough” policy to eliminate
the Osage problem. As a result of Osage hostilities, early in April 1808 Lewis declared
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that nation “out of the protection of the United States, and interdicted every kind of
commercial intercourse with them.” According to Lewis, the Spanish had originated this
behavior by the Osage by encouraging free trade in arms and ammunition between
traders and the Indians, in exchange for furs. The traders paid a fee to the Spanish
government for trading privileges. No furs from the Osage meant no trade for the traders,
resulting in no fees to the Spanish. The Indians knew this and knew that they held an
advantage because of it. Their depredations against settlers on the frontier were
overlooked by both the traders and the Spanish, in fear of losing their profits. Lewis
believed that to stop the depredations, he had to bring the traders to heel first. This action
made Lewis highly unpopular in Arkansas.61
In this battle between Lewis and the traders, limiting travel in Arkansas to the
rivers again showed its importance. John Treat was told to prevent all boats or other craft
from ascending the Arkansas River or its tributaries and to arrest all persons attempting to
trade with the Osages, meaning no one could travel up the rivers in Arkansas. The
dangers traders were exposed to at the hands of the Osage became illustrated when on
July 24, 1808, several hunters arrived at Arkansas Post claiming they had been robbed of
fourteen horses, their ammunition, pelts, and clothes by a small party of Osages about
450 miles by water up the river from the post.62
With his next move, Lewis further antagonized not only the inhabitants of
Arkansas, but also the Cherokees, Little Osage, and other tribes living along the St.
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Francis and White rivers, along with Captain George Armistead, commanding the
garrison at Arkansas Post. In December 1808, Lewis sent James McFarlane into the
Arkansas region as a confidential sub-agent, on a mission to drive all the white hunters
and traders off the rivers and to Arkansas Post. Then McFarlane was to take a detachment
of soldiers, combined with as many Quapaws as would go, and force the Little Osages
back to the Missouri River to the post at Fire Prairie, operated by Pierre Chouteau.
McFarlane arrived at Arkansas Post after almost causing an uprising by the Cherokees on
the St. Francis River, and alarmed the inhabitants of Arkansas by his threats of arrest and
boasting of his authority. Armistead refused to recognize McFarlane’s authority and
would not give him any soldiers for his mission up the Arkansas. After futilely badgering
John Treat to help him, McFarlane persuaded a group of Osages to travel north with him,
intending for them to meet in council with the authorities in St. Louis. Instead the group
was detained by the Cherokees at their village on the St. Francis River until other tribes
could arrive and force the Osages to make a treaty of peace. This was where McFarlane
left the hapless Osages and returned to St. Louis. Curiously, McFarlane and the Osages
originally went northward by land, which placed them in danger of encountering other
Indians. Once they reached the St. Francis River in late December 1808, McFarlane
decided to go the rest of the way to St. Louis by water, but the river froze over and they
were stuck on its banks when the Cherokees found them. Such were the problems with
traveling in Arkansas in the winter. Evidently the secretary of war also had reservations
about McFarlane and his mission and refused to compensate McFarlane for his
expenses.63
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While McFarlane stirred up trouble in Arkansas, William Clark and Pierre
Chouteau were sowing the seeds of peace with the Osage. Clark went to Fire Prairie, near
the confluence of the Osage River with the Missouri River, to meet with the Great and
Little Osages. His intent was to try and come to terms with them over problems with
encroaching white settlers and other Indian nations onto Osage lands. Out of this meeting
came a treaty establishing a line between the Osage and the United States, with the Osage
ceding their rights to most of the land in present-day Missouri and Arkansas. While
agreeing to give up their lands east of the line, the Osage expressed concern over losing
lands on the White River to encroaching Cherokees, Chickasaws, and Choctaws. The
Osage had not agreed to allow these nations to hunt on lands controlled by the Osage. A
fort was being built under the direction of Clark on the Missouri River at Fire Prairie,
first named Fort Clark and later renamed Fort Osage. Beginning at the fort, the dividing
line ran due south until it met the Arkansas River. As long as the Osage agreed to remain
in the vicinity of the fort, Clark promised them protection by the garrison at the fort, a
trade store at the fort, a blacksmith, a mill, ploughs, two log houses, and to pay for the
horses and other property the Osages had taken from U.S. citizens since the United States
had gained control of Louisiana. The line was located approximately twenty-five miles
east of the present western border of the state of Missouri. Pierre Chouteau was
commissioned to draft the treaty and to persuade the Osages to sign the treaty. The Great
Osage signed the treaty on November 10, 1808, but the leaders of the Little Osage group
living on the Arkansas River protested that they had not agreed to the treaty nor had their
leaders signed the treaty. Chouteau met with this group separately and they agreed to the
the Secretary of War, April 29, 1809, Territorial Papers, vol. 14, 264-271; and Secretary of War
to Clark, August 7, 1809, ibid., 289-290.
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treaty on August 31, 1809, ratification by the Senate taking place on April 28, 1810.
Once the Arkansas River band agreed to the treaty, Lewis opened travel and trade up the
Arkansas River and into the interior of Arkansas. White inhabitants hoped this would
portend an end to hostilities in the territory, opening the door to expanded immigration to
Arkansas.64
In a move that appeared to be an effort to spite Bates and his earlier decisions,
Lewis again separated Arkansas from New Madrid District, creating a District of
Arkansas by proclamation on August 20, 1808. The dividing line between the two
districts ran from a point on the Mississippi River opposite the Second Chickasaw Bluff
in Tennessee, approximately sixty miles south of the thirty-six degree, thirty minute line
that forms the present border between Arkansas and Missouri and running westward from
the river “indefinitely.” The thirty-third parallel formed the southern border. The
population of Arkansas may have been perceived to have grown considerably, justifying
giving the township its own separate administration. In any case, the people in Arkansas
District were anxious to organize their administration and move forward with settling the
land.65
In August 1809, Lewis decided to journey to Washington, D.C., to settle a dispute
concerning expenditures he made in returning the Mandan chiefs to their village on the
Missouri River. The chiefs had visited Washington, meeting Thomas Jefferson, and were
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returning home. The sorry condition of the mail service to and from Louisiana had
worsened the situation for Lewis, as evidently several letters he sent to the War
Department explaining the expenditures never made it to their destination. Lewis’s
mistrust of the mails forced him to make the trip to Washington. He planned to go by
boat from St. Louis to New Orleans, and then take a ship around to the east coast and on
to Washington. Due to the hostility forming between the United States and Britain at the
time, and the British policy of stopping and searching American vessels on the seas,
Lewis changed his plans and stopped at Fort Pickering (today’s Memphis), where he
hired horses and planned to go overland through Chickasaw country to Nashville and on
to Washington from there. Lewis carried trunks with all of his supporting papers, as well
as his Pacific expedition journals, possibly planning to have them published while he was
in the East. Unfortunately, Lewis did not survive the trip, dying on October 11, 1809,
from supposed self-inflicted gunshot wounds. Lewis’s apparent suicide left Bates as
acting governor again until another governor could be appointed.66
Although many in the territory would have liked to have seen Bates appointed
governor, including John Treat, who had become good friends with Bates, Benjamin
Howard of Kentucky was the man nominated for the position by President James
Madison. Commissioned on April 18, 1810, Governor Howard arrived in St. Louis on
September 17, 1810. A congressman from Kentucky since 1807, Howard also had a
reputation as an Indian fighter, serving with General Anthony Wayne in battles in the
Northwest Territory. Howard had studied law and became a judge in Kentucky before
66
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going to Congress. From all indications, Bates and Howard became an effective team in
governing the territory, guiding it into the second grade of territorial status. 67
After suffering through two gubernatorial administrations fraught with dissension,
factionalism, and ineffectiveness, inhabitants of the territory needed a steady hand to
guide them into the future. To move forward the territory needed resolution of the land
situation. No public land surveys could be conducted until the private claims were
confirmed. This effort had stalled. A government Indian policy drove more renegade
Indians into the territory, particularly Arkansas, rather than removing and pacifying the
nations that already roamed the frontier, also stalling movement of white settlers away
from the established settlements along the eastern border of the territory and into the
interior. Arkansas settlement became restricted to only those interested in living a
subsistence lifestyle, based solely on trade with the Indians. Those emigrants relocating
from the East chose the easy path by traveling exclusively up the myriad rivers flowing
southeastward across the land. The perceived ease of travel by water negated the
necessity for spending enormous sums of money on building roads in the territory. Until
the population grew and the outcry for better communications with both the outside
world and the interior parts of the territory became a large enough nuisance to Congress,
no improvements would be made. Those objectives remained in the future.
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CHAPTER 3
A TERRITORY IN TRANSITION
The first decade after the Louisiana Purchase, from 1803 to 1812, found Arkansas
no more improved than when it was under the French and Spanish regimes. Landholders
found themselves in jeopardy of losing their claims to a government that ignored the fact
that communication between the seat of the national government and the territory was
slow and unreliable, and that communication within the territory between its inhabitants
and the territorial authorities in St. Louis remained virtually non-existent. While water
travel continued to represent the easiest mode of travel in the territory, a growing
recognition of existing land routes within the territory would surface in the second decade
of the territory. Problems of settling the public land claims and opening the lands for sale,
ending Indian warfare along with the accompanying depredations against white settlers,
and ultimately ridding Arkansas of the Indian presence in order to improve the land
continued to plague the people of Arkansas. With the push by the northern districts to
obtain the second grade of territorial status, bringing with it more representative
government, would Arkansas benefit from the transition and gain the improvements
desperately needed to entice white settlement, or would it only lead to further
resentments? The next several years, from about 1812 to 1819, were years of change for
Arkansas, both physically and politically.
The editor of the Missouri Gazette, Joseph Charless, used the newspaper to
express his opinion on the argument of gaining the second grade status. Charless sought
statehood instead, and stated that “we all know that this desirable object is only to be
obtained through the medium of population…we must look to the current of emigration
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from the neighboring states and territories, and shall we check this by imposing on
ourselves treble or quadruple our present burden of taxes?”1 These taxes would be the
result of rising to the second grade, requiring new public buildings for the general
assembly, with little benefit legislatively since all laws and resolutions passed by the
legislature would still have to be approved by the governor. The tax burden would fall on
the relatively few land claimants whose titles had been confirmed; all other land belonged
to the federal government. The tax burden on potential settlers would be worse than if
they remained in their present situations, with little to gain by their migration. Charless
pointed out that if the territory remained in the first grade longer the expenses would be
lower, if not nonexistent, enticing emigrants to the territory. The increase in population
would allow the territory to reach the ultimately desired status of statehood.2
Charless had a good point. Other than complaints about failures of the mail and
the desire for more mail routes, the inhabitants of the territory had been complacent when
regarding improvements. With most of the population living on the edges of rivers and
streams, allowing for convenient and cheap travel, the need for better roads across the
territory seemed less essential. Even river improvement seemed a low priority since only
a relatively few traders and hunters ventured deep into the interior of the territory, using
small craft that could navigate around or over any obstructions, or flatboats cheaply
constructed from locally obtained timber. Local roads, if necessary, had been built on the
French and Spanish plan by the landowners themselves. While the courts had become
responsible for determining when and where roads were to be constructed, few roads had
1
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been called for in the sparsely populated districts. The same applied to levees to stem
flooding. So the benefits of taking the next territorial step—better representation at home
and in Congress—seemed slight in comparison with the costs.
The failure of the mails had more to do with a lack of routes to the East than with
mail in the territory itself. Mail forfeitures in the territory also had more to do with the
integrity of the contractors delivering the mail than with the routes. Once a newspaper
came into being in the territory, a new imperative existed for quick and consistent mail
delivery. Territorial information had to travel to and from the printer for the newspaper to
succeed and inhabitants to receive the news. The farthest south from St. Louis that mail
routes ran until well after the establishment of Missouri Territory in 1812 was New
Madrid. The people of Arkansas had to depend on private resources for sending and
receiving mail. Still, until an increased population dispersed throughout the territory
clamored for better communication than already existed, the call for such expenses by the
territory or the federal government was weak.3
Conveniently for the advocates of the second grade issue, the third U.S. census
was conducted in 1810. The hazards of transportation between Arkansas and St. Louis
caused Bates to request special consideration be taken in returning the enumerations back
to St. Louis. Due to the frequent failures and delays of the mail between the two districts,
Bates requested that they make the enumeration “with all possible diligence…and
transmit duplicate returns by different conveyances as soon as circumstances will allow.”
Arkansas was the only district given this stipulation. Even though the packets were not
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due back in Bates’s hands until January 1, 1811, he requested that all of the assistants
make their submittals earlier if possible.4
The importance of the census meant that Bates took no chances with the uncertain
transportation and the mails to Arkansas. A second expected census packet from
Washington, D.C., had not arrived and Bates feared it was lost in transit. To keep the
census on schedule, Bates printed duplicate second packets to send to the settlements in
Arkansas, sending them by “private conveyance, lest the packets by mail should suffer
delay or miscarriage.”5 Again, only the Arkansas District’s assistants were sent duplicate
packets of census materials and were shown the concern towards distance and conditions
which might prevent a timely submittal of their returns. The assistants submitted their
returns in time for Bates to make his census submittal to Robert Smith on January 19,
1811.6
By 1810, a little over one thousand people lived in Arkansas District. Of these,
188 people lived in Hopefield and the settlements of St. Francis, while 874 lived at
Arkansas Post and its vicinity. Of the total population in Arkansas District, 553 were free
white males, with almost half of these males being under the age of sixteen years. At the
same time, there were 358 free white females, with nearly two-thirds being under the age
of sixteen. Only fifty-six women were in the prime child-bearing age of between sixteen
and twenty-six years of age compared with two hundred males in the same age bracket.
4
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The proportion of males to females in the under-sixteen age bracket showed more
evenness, portending future natural increase in the district. The black population in the
district was much smaller in comparison to the white population. There were 136 slaves
in the district, with 107 of these in the Arkansas Post vicinity. Only two free blacks lived
in the district, again in the Arkansas Post vicinity. Unfortunately, gender did not factor
into the people of color enumeration. In all of Louisiana Territory, there were 20,845
people counted in the 1810 census. These figures did not include the Indian population in
the territory.7 To place these numbers in perspective, earlier census reports have to be
looked at and compared with these figures.
The last Spanish census including Arkansas that can be relied on is the 1785
census. A more recent one conducted in 1799 did not include figures for Arkansas. In
1785, whites accounted for 148 people, free blacks thirty-one, with seventeen slaves for a
total population of 196. An estimate of the population made in 1803 at the time of the
cession showed six hundred whites and no blacks in Arkansas, which had to indicate a
simple guess on the government’s part. The 1799 census indicated a total population size
of 2,861 in the districts north of Arkansas to St. Genevieve, while the population for the
same districts in 1810 totaled over 10,600. Both totals counted people of color in their
numbers. This increase in a little over ten years indicated that the emigration which had
taken place in the territory since the cession had been significant, especially since the
unsettled land claims had inhibited emigration to some degree in those years. With the
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land commissioners closing their business, emigration was expected to boom in the years
ahead.8
Within two years, Orleans Territory was admitted into the Union as the State of
Louisiana on April 8, 1812, regaining the name which it had lost to Upper Louisiana. To
avoid confusion with the new state, the United States Senate decided to rename the
northern territory Missouri, when it was organized as a territory of the second grade on
June 4, 1812.9 The ascension of Louisiana Territory to the second grade coincided with
other major events happening at the time, both natural and man-made.
An event that affected the entire region in late-1811 and early-1812 was the series
of three major earthquakes centered just southwest of New Madrid. The first shock
occurred on the night of December 16, 1811, with another shock occurring on
January 23, 1812, and the worst earthquake struck the area on February 7, 1812.
Aftershocks terrorized the region for at least a year after the initial earthquake, with more
than two thousand tremors and shocks recorded. Englishman John Bradbury had been
descending the Mississippi River when the first earthquake occurred and gave an account
of his experience.10
Commissioned by the Botanical Society of Liverpool to conduct botanical
explorations in the United States, Bradbury had traveled up the Missouri River earlier in
1811 and was descending the Mississippi River, heading for New Orleans to take ship for
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New York. Heading south on a “boat” (most likely a flatboat) loaded with thirty thousand
pounds of lead that the owner intended to have sold at New Orleans, the crew consisted
of five French creoles. Four of the creoles worked as oarsmen while the fifth was the
helmsman, known as the patron. Bradbury was accompanied by John Bridge, who was
simply taking passage to New Orleans to catch a ship for the east coast.11
On December 15, 1811, the boat left New Madrid, and after a brush with a group
of Chickasaws, the travelers had reached a dangerous bend in the river known as Devil’s
Elbow. Trees that had fallen and submerged when the river banks caved into the river
were known as snags, creating obstructions for boats. Devil’s Elbow was notorious for
these snags. Bradbury and the crew stopped for the night so they could have daylight to
navigate the channel the next day and had tied to the banks of one of the islands. After
going to sleep around ten o’clock at night, the men were awakened by the first earthquake
around two in the morning. The crew stayed the remainder of the night on the island and
returned to the boat at daylight to set off again after having experienced twenty-seven
tremors by then. The river had risen and the channel was even more clogged with trees
that had floated down during the night. The boat narrowly made its way through Devil’s
Elbow and experienced several more severe shocks that day.12
Late in the afternoon of December 17, the boat arrived just above the last
Chickasaw Bluffs, near present-day Memphis, and found more than twenty people urging
the crew to come ashore. These people had been in a log house praying out of fear. It is
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unclear whether they were located on the Arkansas side of the river, but it seems likely
that they were. One man blamed the earthquakes on the comet that had appeared earlier
in the year, despite Bradbury’s attempt to convince the man otherwise. Other inhabitants
had fled to the hills on the opposite side of the river, which would most likely mean on
the Tennessee side. Leaving this settlement, Bradbury continued down the river, passing
the St. Francis River on December 19. By the 24th, the travelers had either gone out of
range of the earthquakes, or the shocks had subsided. The last shock Bradbury noted
feeling was on December 21, 1811. Some of the earthquakes Bradbury felt after the first
ones on December 16 varied in intensity, with some lasting for long durations and
causing massive bank cave-ins, throwing even more trees into the river to become even
greater hazards to river travel.13
Bradbury witnessed several empty canoes and boats floating down the river,
knowing that their inhabitants had probably been thrown overboard by the earthquakes
and drowned. Another traveler with whom Bradbury was acquainted overtook
Bradbury’s boat and told Bradbury that New Madrid had taken the brunt of the shocks.
Most of the houses were uninhabitable and the prairie on which the town was located had
become a lake, forcing the people to vacate their homes. The remainder of Bradbury’s
journey was uneventful in terms of earthquakes, but he witnessed another event that had a
profound effect on river travel.14
In his travel account, Bradbury briefly stated that on January 6, 1812, he “went on
board the steam boat from Pittsburgh; she had passed us at the mouth of the Arkansas,
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341 miles above Natchez; she was a very handsome vessel, of 410 tons burden, and was
impelled by a very powerful steam engine, also made at Pittsburg [sic], from whence she
had come in less than twenty days, although 1900 miles distance.”15 Although Bradbury
exaggerated the tonnage of the vessel in his account by about forty tons, in his matter of
fact way he had described Robert Fulton’s New Orleans with Nicholas Roosevelt in
command, the first steamboat to descend the Mississippi River, introducing a new age of
travel on the western waters. While the “very powerful steam engine” failed to have
sufficient power to push the vessel against the overwhelming current of the Mississippi
beyond Natchez once the New Orleans reached its name-sake city, and spent the
remainder of its days in the New Orleans-Natchez trade, the vessel proved the potential
for steam propulsion on the Mississippi River tributaries. This development further
reinforced water travel as the major mode of transportation in the territory.16
William Russell, a justice of the peace and deputy surveyor in southeast Missouri
Territory, noted the effects of these earthquakes. According to Russell, the land between
the St. Francis and Mississippi Rivers had been one of the most fertile areas in the
territory and “thickly” inhabited before the earthquakes; afterward the inhabitants had
completely vacated the region and the land was virtually worthless.17 Some areas that had
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been lakes or inundated land were raised and other areas fell from their original
elevations, becoming inundated.
Another traveler bore witness to the problems caused by the destructive forces of
the earthquakes which hampered travel in the eastern portion of the territory. Henry
Cassidy had been appointed to one of the judgeships for Arkansas District prior to the
formation of Missouri Territory and the absorption of Arkansas into the county of New
Madrid. On receiving news of an extension by Congress for reporting tardy land claims
on October 20, 1812, Arkansas inhabitants authorized Cassidy to enter the land claims of
the district’s inhabitants who had been unable to meet the previous deadline with the
recorder of land titles (Bates). With papers for about fifty of these claims, Cassidy left
Arkansas Post on October 29, 1812, destined for St. Louis “a distance by land (which
persons are compelled to travel since the earth quakes) from said Arkansas of between
four and five hundred miles.”18
Cassidy and five others sought to make the trip as fast as possible, but when they
arrived at the St. Francis River, about 120 miles north of the Cherokee village, the water
was too high to cross. Cassidy believed the overflow was caused by the “effects of the
Earthquakes which have choaked [sic] the channel of the river and caused the waters
thereof to overflow the low lands of the country.” None of the travelers would risk
crossing the waters, Cassidy became sick and could not go alone, and the group was
running out of food. Cassidy went down the St. Francis to its mouth, arriving there on
December 7, 1812, too late to meet the new deadline for recording the claims in St.
Louis. Cassidy continued on by water to New Madrid and then by land to St. Louis. Due
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to the remoteness of Arkansas, Congress needed to make provision for the time it took to
notify the inhabitants and allow sufficient travel time. Otherwise the claimants would
“suffer and sustain great loss and injury.” Cassidy’s journey gave him more insight into
how much of a wasteland eastern Arkansas had become due to the earthquakes and how
much of a setback to emigration the region had sustained.19
The condition of this land became important when connected to other events
affecting the country. On May 6, 1812, James Madison signed into law an act of
Congress “to provide for designating, surveying and granting the Military bounty lands,”
which authorized the president to allocate public lands—fit for cultivation, not earmarked
for any other purpose, and most importantly, where Indian title to the land had been
extinguished—not to exceed six million acres. Of these six million acres, two million
were apportioned in Louisiana Territory, now Missouri Territory, between the St. Francis
and Arkansas Rivers. This act became necessary in anticipation of war between the
United States and Great Britain. As in the American War for Independence, a cash-poor
nation could ill afford to pay its soldiers in currency, but a land-rich nation could offer
incentives in land to its veterans. The bounty lands made developing a systematic method
of surveying the public lands in the territory gain importance.20
After Silas Bent accepted his appointment as territorial judge in February 1813,
he served in two capacities, one as principal deputy surveyor for Missouri Territory and
the other as judge. Bent had been active in having the land claims in Missouri surveyed
and had run into difficulties in the New Madrid and Arkansas districts. Because of the

19

20

Ibid., 624.
Act of May 6, 1812, ch. 77, Stats at Large of USA 2(1845), 728-730.

122

collapsing river banks along the Mississippi River, the tracts claimed by landholders lost
from one quarter of a mile to a whole mile of land. This caused the surveys to extend
farther into the interior than they should have, pushing the claims onto the public lands.
Also, land claims based on French or Spanish grants were vague on the dimensions of the
tracts, stating that the landholder was entitled to so many arpents21 wide along a
watercourse, and then running back to the interior until it met the road along the prairie
behind the plantations that the grantees supposedly built. The road either did not exist or
had been run differently than it should have been. If any road had been made, “all trace of
the old road appear to be obliterated by plowing in some places and from various other
causes in others” and finding its location would have taken much more time than Bent’s
deputies had time for. Roads, if they were built at all, had a tendency to vanish in
Arkansas.22
Bent elaborated on the consequences of the earthquakes to Josiah Meigs, the U.S.
Surveyor General. “The country for some hundred miles below the latitude of the mouth
of the Ohio has suffered much by Earthquake for 18 months past—the proportion of
claims is small there and many of them abandoned—it will be difficult to find a deputy
surveyor who will bring up a meridian line from the south boundary of the territory” due
to the obstructions which would be encountered along the way north. This northeast
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corner of Arkansas became an abandoned wasteland in the eyes of the top surveyor in the
territory. The devastation caused by the earthquakes, combined with the seasonal
flooding, made the construction of roads and other improvements in the eastern region
impractical if not outright impossible for decades.23
War interrupted these plans before action could be taken on the surveys. Governor
Howard had already been working in concert with governors William Harrison of Indiana
and Ninian Edwards of Illinois Territory, making plans for conducting the war against
hostile Indians in the Northwest. On June 15, 1813, Madison appointed Howard as
brigadier general, which was approved by Congress on June 21, 1813. Anticipating
Howard’s commission, Madison’s appointment of William Clark as governor of Missouri
Territory was approved by Congress on June 2, 1813. William Rector, one of the deputy
surveyors at Kaskaskia in Illinois Territory responsible for surveying the public lands,
was appointed a brigadier general in Illinois, where he and his brothers participated in
campaigns against hostile Indians from 1812 to 1814. Rector was subsequently appointed
principal deputy surveyor for Illinois and Missouri Territories in the fall of 1813, and he
moved to St. Louis from Kaskaskia in November 1813. As with his predecessors, Rector
could not establish the township and range system for the territory until the village lots
and individual claims were surveyed. Then he planned to connect these surveys to the
systematic survey, once that plan went into effect. Again, the original claims, especially
in Arkansas where claimants were still filing their records with Bates in St. Louis,
delayed the progress so many people desired in the territory.24
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Before Rector began surveying lands in Missouri Territory, he sought information
from prominent citizens who he deemed were the more knowledgeable on conditions
within the territory. William Russell was the correspondent who gave Rector the most
useful information. Russell’s territorial description illustrated the emphasis on the rivers
for settlement and travel, since virtually all of the settlers had located on or near
watercourses, whether legally or as squatters on the land. Repeatedly, the “best lands” or
the “richest lands” were said to be found on the rivers and tributaries of the region. Just as
desirable in these descriptions was the navigability of the streams for all or most seasons
of the year, and for most boats of all sizes. In these early descriptions could also be seen a
transition in Arkansas from a purely hunting and trading society to one where cultivation
of the soil, whether for subsistence or profit, was taking place. As the major highway
through the territory, the Arkansas River also had other economic opportunities
associated with it.25
George Sibley, the Indian agent to the Osage nation, informed Rector of the salt
deposits found in the western part of the territory, beyond the Osage line. Sibley
described the Grand Saline as situated about 280 miles southwest of Fort Osage, between
the forks of a small branch of the Arkansas River, the same deposits described by John
Treat. The salt deposits covered a level plain of about thirty miles circumference. Sibley
was of the opinion “that the Salt may easily be waggoned from this place to the
Arkansaw [sic] where Keel Boats may receive it at certain Seasons—the root [sic] is thro’
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an open Prairie all the way, and the distance not over 80 or 90 miles.”26 The potential
profits from this commodity formed an inducement for travel up the Arkansas River, and
might have also offset the very likely possibility of having one’s scalp removed.
Arkansas became a county of its own, separate from New Madrid, in December
1813. Still, the new county left the people of Arkansas with the least representation in the
territorial legislature, allowing only one representative while the rest of the counties had
from two to six representatives. New Madrid, the county that had claimed former
jurisdiction over Arkansas, had three representatives in the legislature. Arkansas County,
which contained the largest land area of any county in the territory, had the smallest voice
in requesting improvements for its people.27
The people living in Arkansas complained of the time it took to communicate
with St. Louis resulting in a resolution by the territorial legislature in January 1815, to
build a road connecting St. Louis with the northern border of Louisiana, preferably
terminating on the Mississippi River opposite Natchez, Mississippi. The proposed road
would run through Arkansas Post on its way south. Five commissioners from each of the
counties the road was expected to run through were to be selected to mark the route of the
road. The commissioners would then be compensated for their effort in land, and anyone
settling along the roadway would receive no less than one half section each, at ten mile
intervals, on condition that the settlers along the road promise to keep the road in good
26
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repair. While this represented the first officially sanctioned effort at road building in east
Arkansas, the resolution was not acted on by Congress (see fig. 8).28

Figure 8. Proposed Post Routes in 1816. Delegate Rufus Easton to the Postmaster
General, February 23, 1816, in Clarence Edwin Carter, comp. and ed., The Territorial
Papers of the United States, vol. 15, The Territory of Louisiana-Missouri, 1815-1821,
(Washington: United States Government Printing Office, 1951, repr., New York: AMS
Press, 1973), 117-118.
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Other signs in Arkansas of discontent with the territorial government appeared in
late 1815 when the men who formed the Grand Jury in Arkansas County complained that
under the peace establishment no company of regular army troops had been assigned to
Arkansas County. These men claimed that at least one company was needed for
protection from the Indians. They further cited the lack of a post office, land office, and
register’s office in the county as being a great hardship on them, especially since they had
to go to St. Louis to transact business—a nearly impossible feat for many people in the
county due to the remoteness of their homes. A land office located in the county was
important since they felt Congress had been “liberal” in allowing preemption rights for
settlers in the territory, but the benefits of claiming those rights would be lost if the
claimants could not reach the land office. The Grand Jurists also claimed inhabitants
suffered from robbery and “personal abuse” committed by the Quapaw and Choctaw
Indians, such as stolen horses and livestock, and butchered cattle. The jurists also wanted
a new Indian agent sent to deal with the Indians in Arkansas, since John Treat had been
relocated to Chickasaw Bluff but had not been replaced at Arkansas Post.29
At the same time, William Rector had been issued instructions for the public
surveying in Missouri Territory. Rector’s first task was surveying the two million acres of
land for the military bounties between the St. Francis and Arkansas Rivers. The change of
location was an effort to move the bounty lands out of the inundated lands to the east.
Included in this project was the laying out of townships in the territory based on the
principal meridian and baseline coordinate system of determining reference points for the
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township locations.30 Deputy surveyors were contracted to make the surveys during the
winter of 1815-1816, and Prospect K. Robbins ran the route survey for the north-south
fifth principal meridian, from the mouth of the Arkansas River northward to the Missouri
River. In the process, Robbins noted that the majority of the land from the mouth of the
Arkansas north to the baseline—a reference line extended westward from the mouth of
the St. Francis River—was covered with water from three to fifteen feet deep once the
rains came. Robbins confirmed Rector’s description to Tiffin of east Arkansas as
“overflowed” and “inundated” lands, phrases that became prominent in talking about that
part of the country.31
Unfortunately, Rector found that the land between the St. Francis and Arkansas
Rivers, north of the baseline, was also inundated and unfit for cultivation. According to
Rector, it would be “impracticable to survey…in Summer time on account of heat of the
weather. The vast number of mosquitoes, flies and other insects and reptiles, that would
greatly annoy both men and horses. And in the heat of the Summer, much of the water
becomes putrid which they would be obliged to drink.”32 Rector added that the military
lands would not be surveyed before the fall of 1817, and even then he was not confident
how much would actually be surveyed. He would have completed the surveys by then “if
the country had consisted of dry land instead of swamps, marshes and overflown
grounds.”33 The devastated and inundated condition of eastern Arkansas, representing
30
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nearly one-third of the public land in Arkansas, pushed settlement farther westward and
onto lands not yet ceded to the United States by the Indians. Settlers heading west
overland were forced to cross the Mississippi River north of New Madrid and travel over
the unimproved Southwest Trail, a less direct and arduous journey through lands still held
by contending native nations.
The Indian wars and uprisings on the western frontier raged on north of the
Missouri River during the War of 1812, but few Indian problems were reported in
Arkansas in the same period. Throughout the year 1815, three Indian commissioners—
Governors William Clark of Missouri Territory and Ninian Edwards of Illinois Territory
along with Auguste Chouteau—met with the belligerent Indian nations along the
Missouri River and north of it, negotiating treaties of friendship with twenty-one of these
nations, including the Great and Little Osages. The peace did not last in Arkansas after
the war, though. As more Cherokees moved into the space north of the Arkansas River,
fewer of them were aware of the location of the boundary between the Osage nation lands
and the public lands of the United States, on which the Cherokees settled. Cherokees
straying across the line were attacked by Osages, and vice versa. The same problem
existed south of the Arkansas River between Quapaws and Cherokees, but to a lesser
extent. These conflicts indicated the problems associated in following the Indian removal
policy initiated by Thomas Jefferson, of pushing tribes from east of the Mississippi River
into areas already divided among existing tribes. The commissioners urged Rector to
survey and clearly mark the Osage line from the Missouri River south to the Arkansas
River as quickly as possible to help resolve the situation.34
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Secretary of War William Crawford approved this effort to resolve the problem,
but he could not in good conscience instruct the commissioners to negotiate for any
cessions of land from the Osage to be used as a buffer between that nation and the
emigrating Cherokees. The Cherokee leaders east of the Mississippi had refused an
exchange of land in return for emigration, creating a situation where Crawford felt the
emigrating Cherokees were not entitled to government protection, land, or special
treatment for emigrating even though the emigrants had made valuable improvements to
the land. The other problem facing Crawford and the commissioners was the number of
white settlers filtering into lands ceded for the purpose of relocating Indians. Crawford
did not want lands to be purchased from Indian nations until there was an overwhelming
demand for white settlement on those lands. Unfortunately, Crawford saw that settlers
trickled into ceded lands, no matter how remote or how vast, before the lands were
officially on the market for sale or whether there was any demand for settlement in the
area. This illegal possession of lands by settlers caused “increasing difficulty of
protection, embarrassing the government by broils with the natives, and rendering the
execution of the laws regulating intercourse with the Indian tribes utterly
impracticable.”35
William Lewis Lovely, a friend to James Madison and the president’s family, had
arrived in Arkansas in the summer of 1813, and settled along the Arkansas River near
Dardanelle. Lovely had been an assistant to Colonel Return J. Meigs, the Cherokee

Cong., 2nd Sess. (Senate), ibid., Doc. 144, 2:97-99; and William Clark, Ninian Edwards, Auguste
Chouteau to William Crawford, June 30, 1816, Territorial Papers, vol. 15, 151-153.
35

Crawford to the Indian Commissioners, September 17, 1816, Territorial Papers, vol.
15, 173-175.

131

Indian agent in Tennessee, and moved to Arkansas to serve as Indian agent to the
emigrating Cherokees in Arkansas. In that capacity, Lovely recognized that to help the
Cherokees he also had to deal with the Osages in an effort to keep the peace between the
two nations. As a result, Lovely ran a temporary boundary line separating the Cherokees
from the Osages, forming a boundary area as a buffer zone between the two groups.
Included in the area were white settlers who had moved onto Indian lands, but east of the
original Osage treaty line. The new line run by Lovely made these whites nervous
concerning their positions in the area. When the new county of Arkansas was formed by
the legislature, Lovely’s line was swallowed by the county boundaries, making the
Cherokees nervous regarding territorial intentions in Arkansas. Lovely was also aware of
the legislature’s attempt to have a road established from St. Louis to Louisiana and
suggested that if the road could be made to run past his agency, the land route would
eliminate about one hundred miles between his location and St. Louis.36
Besides making an effort for better communication with the interior of Arkansas,
talk of locating a new government factory and military post at Dardanelle Rock, about
midway up the Arkansas River between present-day Little Rock and Fort Smith, began
circulating around the territory, even reaching Washington, D.C. Return Meigs suggested
a factory at that location to John Mason, superintendent of the Indian Trade Office, to
accommodate the emigrant Cherokees in the area. The idea was not new to Mason, who
had been asked about locating a factory at Dardanelle in 1812. His opinion of the idea in
1816, as it had been in 1812, was that it was a good one, and Mason deferred to Secretary
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of War Crawford on the timing of such a move. Once the military established a garrison
at Dardanelle, Mason would establish a factory there also. By locating a factory at
Dardanelle, Meigs anticipated taking much of the business away from white traders who
traveled up the Arkansas River and its tributaries, gouging the Cherokees with high prices
for trade goods. Meigs estimated the merchandise goods exchanged at the factory would
amount to fifteen thousand to twenty thousand dollars annually, with a clear profit of at
least fifty percent.37
Most of the furs and pelts were shipped down the Arkansas to the Mississippi
River and on to New Orleans, where they traded for better prices than if they had been
sold in the Atlantic ports. An added benefit to a factory and military post located that
high up the Arkansas River would be the loyalty it would instill in the Cherokees toward
the government by this show of interest in the Cherokees’ welfare. The other “remnants
of tribes” that included Choctaws, Chickasaws, Delawares, Shawnees, and Quapaws also
sought to join Lovely’s agency. Dardanelle would become a rallying point for all of them,
and the Indians in turn would become another friendly force to be relied on in time of
war. The recent war with Britain and the close proximity of this former enemy on the
frontiers kept the fear of British intrigue as a very possible menace. A new factory on the
Arkansas River would also bring with it more traffic on the river, especially if the
military established a presence on the frontier requiring troop movement and supply
shipments.38
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In another effort to smooth relations with Native Americans in Arkansas, Clark
made a proclamation in May 1816 that settlers south of the Arkansas River had to
relocate north of the river. The lands south of the river were still in the possession of the
Quapaws and Caddoes. Clark sent two soldiers, Colonel David Musick and Lieutenant
William Parker, to deliver the message to all the settlements and families they could find
in the disputed area. In notifying Lovely of Clark’s proclamation and of the two officers’
quest, Clark made Lovely aware that on their return trip, these two officers were to stop
at Lovely’s agency. This was partly so the officers could size up Dardanelle for a military
post that Clark had applied for with the Department of War. Another purpose for making
the trip was to emphasize Clark’s desire “to see a more direct Communication opened
between this place and your agency and will most certainly encourage such a measure.
We have some expectations of a road being opened in that direction and the extension of
the mail.”39
The two officers arrived at Arkansas Post on June 1, 1816. One of the difficulties
of travel in Arkansas that is overlooked by people used to traveling by automobile is that
the men had to procure horses for the journey, not always an easy thing to do. They
accomplished this task by June 4, but one horse ran away and had to be retrieved,
delaying the team’s departure until June 9. After visiting the nearby Quapaw villages, the
two men traveled through the Arkansas River bottom lands. These rich lands gave way to
a rockier terrain covered with mostly pine forests on their way to Hot Springs, two
hundred miles from Arkansas Post. They found no settlements at Hot Springs, but did
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find a settlement about ten miles away on the Ouachita River, where the thirteen families
tended to the sick who visited the springs.40
After noting the beauty of the Ouachita River and its navigability up to the Saline
River by keelboats, Musick and Parker crossed overland to the “Fourch Cadeau,” or
Fourche Caddo, a tributary of the Ouachita. Between the Ouachita River and the Caddo,
the terrain was “mountainous, rocky and barren,” but after crossing the Caddo, the land
became flat alluvial soil, presenting well-watered farming country. Further to the
southwest the men came to Ozan and Mount Prairie, two settlements fifteen miles apart.
Mount Prairie (today’s Murfreesboro) was the farthest settlement the men reached in the
southwest corner of Arkansas, not making it as far as the Red River due to the fatigue of
their horses and the shortage of forage in the vicinity. They were told by the settlers of
Mount Prairie that only a few families resided higher up on the Red River, about 150
miles from Mount Prairie. The team decided to turn back to Hot Springs, leaving the
proclamation notices with the people of Mount Prairie to send on to the families on the
Red River.41
On their way back to Hot Springs, Musick and Parker stopped at the Wolf Creek
settlements, and information obtained there told the men that there were actually over two
hundred families in southwestern Arkansas. The pair found that the inhabitants lived on
established farms, with “elegantly Cultivated fields luxuriant Crops of Corn and
numerous heads of cattle, horses, hogs etc.” indicating the industriousness of the settlers
in the region. Surprisingly, the settlers showed hospitality to the two officers, despite the
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news that they carried with them, expressing no hard feelings towards the government.
Naively, the officers reported that the people “showed a perfect willingness to comply
with the severe mandate of their Country.”42
After returning to Hot Springs, Musick and Parker headed north and visited the
Cherokee village, and then turned westward to the Poteau River, which enters the
Arkansas River at Fort Smith. The road from the Cherokee village to the Poteau followed
the Arkansas River valley, “second rate land” of mostly prairie. On their return trip to
Dardanelle, the team intended to visit the families on Frog Bayou, but did not realize that
it was on the opposite side of the Arkansas from the Poteau River and bypassed the
mouth on their way eastward. They found only three families living on the Poteau River
and the men were told that no one lived on Frog Bayou. After reaching Dardanelle,
Musick and Parker discovered that they had been deceived at the Poteau settlements, an
old hunter told them that a few families actually did live on Frog Bayou. A boat was
preparing to ascend the Arkansas River and the officers gave copies of the proclamation
to a man traveling on the boat, who promised to deliver the notices to the families on
Frog Bayou.43
Having performed their duty in Arkansas, the two men left the Dardanelle and the
Arkansas River and “pursued the Road leading to the little Red River, White River,
Strawberry, and to the place from whence we set off in May. The land from the Arkansas
to the Merrimac is generally very stoney [sic] and broken and the climate sickly.” This
last leg took the men on a route diagonally across the northeast quadrant of Arkansas,
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joining the Southwest Trail into Missouri and on to St. Louis. The remarkable feature of
this journey, besides the officers’ gullibility or the settlers’ apparent trustworthiness, is
the number of existing roads that the men found in Arkansas which allowed them to
travel overland to the scattered settlements on the frontier. At this time, no government
appropriations or help had been given for scraping out these roads, most if not all had
been trails trampled down over time by Indians and bison, but white settlers and travelers
had found them and used them, as rough as they were.44
In an effort to take the Osages out of the equation in negotiating a peace
settlement with the Cherokees, Lovely conducted unofficial negotiations with the Osages
at the mouth of the Verdigris River in June and July 1816. Lovely reached an agreement
with the Osages on July 9, 1816, whereby they would give up all claims to the land
between the Verdigris River on the west and the Osage line on the east, north of the
Arkansas River. In exchange, Lovely told the Osages that the U.S. government would
pay all the claims against the Osages for their depredations. Clark followed this
agreement with an official treaty to the same effect with the Osages on September 25,
1818. The area of northwest Arkansas and southwest Missouri ceded by the Osages
became known as Lovely’s Purchase and was supposed to serve as a buffer between the
Osages and the Cherokees, but contentions still existed between the two belligerent
nations. Unfortunately, after conducting the negotiations at the Verdigris River with the
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Osages, Lovely became ill and never recovered after returning to his home, where he died
February 24, 1817.45
Predictably, Arkansas settlers protested Clark’s proclamation for their removal off
of Indian lands, when 214 names appeared on a petition to Clark stating the petitioners’
careful attention to the boundaries when they had settled in Arkansas and that they were
certain they were well east of the Osage line.46 Regardless of whether the settlers were or
were not over the line, the crisis made a government presence along the western frontier
critical to keeping the peace between Indian nations and between Indians and white
settlers. New military outposts along the frontier increased the need for improved
transportation routes to supply the troops and to allow for quick movement by the
soldiers to trouble spots. The situation also created further tension between the settlers in
Arkansas and the territorial government in St. Louis.
The Quapaws claimed the land bound by the Arkansas and Red Rivers on the
north and south, and between the Mississippi and Canadian Rivers on the east and west—
comprising the entire southern half of Arkansas, even though there was only a small
remnant of the nation left. To make matters worse, the Caddoes complained of white
hunters and traders at the Caddo villages intruding on their lands and making themselves
a nuisance in the villages. In March 1817, John Jamison, the Indian agent at
Natchitoches, persuaded the United States military commander at that post to take a force
to drive the intruders out. This effort by the military was successful, but Jamison felt the
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general government had to step in and stop the Osage war, as Caddoes, Choctaws, and
other Indian nations along the Arkansas and Red Rivers had joined the fight against the
Osage. The smaller nations could ill afford to fight a war, but they also could not
continue allowing the Osage to commit atrocities against their people. White settlers were
caught in the crossfire of these belligerent nations. Seeking government intervention, the
Cherokees feared they would be blamed for starting the war and hoped they would get
protection from the attacking Osage. The Cherokees also cited the crimes committed
against white settlers by the Osage as reason for government intervention.47
The Cherokees along the Arkansas River sent a delegation to Washington, D. C.,
to meet with the new president, James Monroe. They had two requests: the first was to
allow the Shawnee and Delaware Indians at Cape Girardeau to exchange their lands for
lands along the Arkansas River so they could be near the Cherokees, and the second was
to have an outlet to western hunting grounds. The first item was possibly an effort to
increase the numbers on the side of the Cherokees against the Osage, but the second item
presented a sticky situation, since the Osage had rights to the lands to the west, and the
Cherokees were still at war with the Osage. John C. Calhoun, the new secretary of war,
thought it was only right that the Osage would accept this condition since the Osage, to
Calhoun’s understanding, had been “beaten in the contest.” In either case, Calhoun
ordered Clark to make arrangements favorable to the Cherokees in order to induce
Cherokees and other Southern nations to emigrate west. Clark was to negotiate a peace
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between the Osage and Cherokees. This ultimately led to the negotiated treaty of
September 25, 1818.48
On August 24, 1818, the Indian commissioners negotiated a treaty with the
Quapaws, where that nation ceded all of its land south of the Arkansas River to the
United States. This cession came with a reservation for the Quapaws that ran from the
opposite bank of the Arkansas River from Arkansas Post, up the Arkansas River to Little
Rock, then southwest until the line met the Saline River, running down that river to its
mouth with the Ouachita River, down that river to a point due southwest of the beginning
point on the Arkansas. The line then ran northeast to the beginning point opposite the
post. This reservation prohibited all whites settling on the reservation lands, and the
Quapaws could not sell this land to any whites. Travel through the reservation was open
and free to all citizens of the United States, though.49 This last condition was important
since part of the Southwest Trail, one of the busiest transportation routes in Arkansas, ran
through the reservation.
Another treaty negotiated in 1818, but not in Arkansas, had significant relevance
to the people of Arkansas. In Tennessee, Andrew Jackson and Isaac Shelby negotiated a
cession of the remaining Chickasaw lands in west Tennessee and Kentucky to the United
States, opening the floodgates to white settlement across the river from Arkansas. The
arrival of promising new settlements along the east bank of the Mississippi River opened
new opportunities for trade and communications eastward for Arkansas settlers, while
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new towns on the east bank of the Mississippi River served as last chance suppliers for
emigrants heading west to new lands across the river.50
Another sign of Arkansans turning to face the East rather than northward to St.
Louis came when Rector and his deputy surveyors finally finished their surveys and plats
so that Monroe could announce a time for public land to be exchanged for military
bounties and the private claims settled in Arkansas. Rector believed the people most
anticipating the land sale were those from Tennessee and Kentucky, along with buyers
from other states, but primarily those from the former two states. Rector also echoed the
opinions of Alexander McNair of the Register’s Office in St. Louis that the sale of land
and the quick settlement of the country would allow the territory to defend itself from any
enemy, reducing the cost for defense to the federal government.51
On the east bank of the Mississippi River, across from Hopefield, was the fourth
Chickasaw Bluff. The factory for trading with the Chickasaw Indians had been long
established at that location, under the watchful eye of the garrison at Fort Pickering.
Thomas L. McKenney, superintendent of Indian trade, suggested that this factory be
moved to Arkansas Post. McKenney cited the unhealthiness of the bluffs and the fact that
the Chickasaws wanted to conduct their own trade at the bluffs as reasons for the move.
The factory at Arkansas Post had been discontinued in 1810 with John Treat relocating
from that factory to the one at Chickasaw Bluff, leaving his brother Samuel to maintain
the factory on the Arkansas River for a brief period of time. Since the government had
been considering opening a new factory somewhere up the Arkansas River, either at
50
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Dardanelle or at the Verdigris River, McKenney stated the benefits of establishing a
depot on the lower part of the Arkansas River in addition to the factory on the upper
reaches of the river. The river could be navigated all the way to the Verdigris, according
to McKenney, but only in certain seasons. Any boat attempting to travel upstream after
February ran the risk of finding little water in the river and would be stuck on the lower
end of the river waiting for the water to rise. With a depot at Arkansas Post, goods could
be warehoused during the dry seasons, and then transported up the Arkansas River during
the high water season. The seasonality of the river routes became a determining factor in
Arkansas citizens seeking overland all-weather routes for delivering the mails as well as
for transporting goods and passengers.52
The postal service—or lack of service—to Arkansas added another complaint to
the growing list of grievances the people of Arkansas voiced to Congress. Petitioners
from the counties of Cape Girardeau, New Madrid, Lawrence, and Arkansas, claimed that
the mails went to St. Louis first before being delivered south to Arkansas. Lawrence
County had been carved out of the southern portion of New Madrid County west of the
St. Francis River in 1815, becoming a buffer between the rest of the territory to the north
and Arkansas County to the south. When letters were sent out of any of the four counties
mentioned, the letters also had to first go to St. Louis before heading to other places, even
their neighboring counties. This was a three hundred mile detour each way. The
petitioners requested that the mails be sent directly from the East to Cape Girardeau, and
then distributed from there to the other counties. While this complaint added tension in
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the territory, it also reflected a growing change in the direction the people looked to for
information and possibly even trade.53 The citizens of Arkansas Post also wanted the
route from their town to Ouachita—today’s Monroe, Louisiana—and then to Natchez
improved since their main locations of trade and business interests were Louisiana,
Mississippi, and the Territory of Alabama. They claimed it took no less than ninety days
to receive mail from St. Louis, while mail delivery between New Orleans and Natchez
took only twenty days, there and back.54
By 1818, Congress and the Post Office listened to their demands and opened a
new mail route from Jackson, in Lawrence County along the Southwest Trail, to Bett’s
Ferry. The next year saw a drastic increase in the number of postal roads designated in
Missouri Territory, shortly before the southern portion broke away and formed their own
territory of Arkansas. A new route ran from Cadron to Little Rock, then southwest to
Clarke County and Hempstead County court houses, indicating the increase of
settlements in the southwest quarter of the territory, then back east to Ouachita court
house in Louisiana, at today’s Monroe. While the roads designated as postal routes
remained nearly non-existent in many places, these represented the beginnings of a road
network that is still seen today, connecting the more populated areas with each other.
Still, this feeble gesture towards the inhabitants in Arkansas did not overcome the fact
that there appeared to be a vast discrepancy between the benefits enjoyed by citizens in
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the northern portion of the territory compared to those of the southern portion. Grumbling
among the people in Arkansas led to a move towards separation from Missouri,
especially since the northern residents began pushing for statehood.55
As early as January 8, 1818, the inhabitants of Missouri Territory petitioned the
House of Representatives for admission into the Union as a state.56 Anticipating the move
by the rest of Missouri to attempt to gain statehood, numerous petitions circulated among
the people living in Arkansas County seeking a separation from the rest of Missouri
Territory. In March 1818 John Scott, the delegate to Congress from Missouri Territory,
submitted one of these petitions to the House of Representatives, which was referred to
the committee appointed to review both the Arkansas and Missouri petitions, which
became a bill in the House on December 21, 1818. Since most of the petitions called
attention to the same grievances, the petition of January 21, 1819, is a good example of
those submitted.57
The inhabitants of the southern region of the territory submitted this petition to
Congress January 21, 1819, requesting partition from the northern part of the territory,
creating a separate territory of Arkansas. While a number of grievances could have been
cited for demanding this separation, the petitioners limited their complaints to just a few
that they believed indicated their being slighted of proper government attention. For over
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a year, beginning in the middle of 1817, the county of Arkansas had been without a
sheriff and a coroner. The lack of a sheriff opened the door of the county to criminals
arriving from across the Mississippi River as well as other parts of the territory, without
fear of punishment. A territorial enumeration had taken place during that time and the
lack of a sheriff caused the county to be omitted from this enumeration, since it was the
sheriff’s responsibility to conduct such counts. Without accurate knowledge of the
county’s population size, Arkansas remained under represented in the territorial
legislature but charged the same amount of tax as the other counties. Arkansas found
itself excluded from the circuit courts and the judge that was supposed to reside at
Arkansas Post actually lived in Cape Girardeau, rarely making his way to his assigned
village. Yet, the people of Arkansas Post still had to pay this judge’s salary.58
Perhaps the most grievous complaint came from the governor’s proclamation that
inhabitants south of the Arkansas River had to remove from the area, giving up their
homes and farms. Claiming that they located their farms based on their understanding of
the government’s instructions, the governor then ordered them to relocate without giving
the people time to find new locations, and in a season which gave the inhabitants no time
to plant a new crop for a harvest to feed their families. After bearing the brunt of past
Indian depredations, the land the settlers were told to vacate had been cleared of
marauding Indians and improved for settlement but the people of Arkansas felt under
appreciated by the territorial government and excluded from the benefits enjoyed by the
rest of the territory. Even though the expense of establishing their own territory would
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place a greater burden on themselves, the inhabitants believed the sacrifice would be
worth the cost since they would be in control of their own affairs.59
Anticipating the creation of a new territory, competition began for the location of
the new territorial seat of government. Previous to the petition of January 21, the
submittal of a petition to Congress dated January 4, 1819, requested that the “Town of
Arkansas” (Arkansas Post) be considered as the future seat of government for the
territory since it was “the only Town in the South West Section of the Missouri
Territory” and was located fifty miles from the mouth of the Arkansas River on the first
high and dry land available.60 Not to be outdone, the inhabitants who had pushed farther
up the Arkansas River and had settled around the mouth of the Cadron River had sent a
petition to Congress promoting their settlement, which Scott added to the petition
introduced into the House and referred to committee on January 16, 1819. Scott then
introduced another petition on January 30, 1819, which requested that commissioners be
appointed to determine the location for the seat of the territorial government, should the
bill be approved. This last move was perhaps the wisest, hopefully avoiding a local feud
back home in the process.61
The debate in the House over the creation of Arkansas Territory had the
unfortunate position of following three days of “considerately spirited debate” on
admission of Missouri to the Union as a state. James Tallmadge of New York carried the
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battle for prohibiting slavery in Missouri by proposing an amendment to the bill to admit
Missouri that would prohibit slavery in Missouri and free all existing slaves in the new
state on reaching their twenty-fifth year of age. Tallmadge’s fellow representative from
New York, John Taylor, attempted to attach the same amendment to the Arkansas
Territory bill when debate began on February 17, 1819, and ran for three days. Once the
prohibition of slavery amendment was voted down, Taylor tried to introduce an
amendment to the bill stating that no slavery would be introduced in any territory north of
the thirty-six degree, thirty minute parallel. Arthur Livermore of New Hampshire felt this
amendment was “made in the true spirit of compromise,” then suggested a different line
than the one Taylor proposed, creating a new issue to debate. At last, on Friday,
February 19, Thomas Cobb of Georgia called for an end to debate and a vote on
engrossing the original bill. Taylor conceded that it would be near impossible for the
House to agree on a dividing line over slavery or any type of compromise, so he
withdrew his amendment and let the vote stand and the bill made its way to the Senate.62
On February 22, 1819, the bill was referred by the Senate to committee for review
and the next day the bill was reported out of the committee without amendments.
Consideration of the bill by the whole Senate took place on February 26, when it was
reported back to the House without amendments for a third reading, and then returned to
the Senate the next day, a Saturday session. Unfortunately, the bill for Arkansas Territory
was pushed aside by consideration of the Missouri admission bill and the debate over
allowing slavery in that proposed state, causing deliberation on Arkansas to wait until
Monday, March 1. Once discussion on the Arkansas bill resumed, James Burrill of Rhode
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Island tried to introduce an amendment restricting slavery in the new territory but was
voted down. Voting on passage of the bill then took place and with an affirmative vote,
went to James Monroe for his approval. On March 2, 1819, the people of Arkansas had
their own territory, not to become effective until July 4, 1819.63
Arkansas Territory came into being at a time when other events affected the
boundaries of the new territory. On February 22, 1819, just days before formal creation
of the territory, President James Monroe signed the Adams-Onís Treaty, which had been
ratified by Congress, between the United States and Spain solidifying the western borders
between the two countries. Jefferson’s concern over where Louisiana ended and Spanish
claims began was over, and in the process the boundary of Arkansas was also formalized.
For Arkansas Territory, its southern border was already delineated at the thirty-third
parallel, running due west until it struck the U.S.-Spanish boundary line between the
Sabine and Red Rivers. That north-south line formed a portion of the Arkansas border to
the Red River, and then the border followed the Red to the one-hundredth meridian.64
The northern border came with the “bootheel” of Missouri taking a notch out of
the northeast corner of the territory. Originally, the Missouri Territorial legislature
wanted to keep all of both Lawrence and New Madrid counties, running the southern
border of Missouri along the thirty-six degree latitude until it struck the Black River,
farther to the west of the current boundary, creating a much larger bootheel than seen
today. Perceiving that the Mississippi River settlements in New Madrid County held
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more people, and knowing that the inhabitants desired to remain with the northern entity,
the legislature gave up the southern half of Lawrence County, running the southern line
from the Mississippi River to the St. Francis River, then up the St. Francis River to the
thirty-six degree, thirty-minute parallel. From that intersection the northern border of
Arkansas ran west to the one-hundredth meridian, closing its borders. The vast area
included in the territory created a large region for the national government to push more
Indians into in the government’s effort to remove Indians from the path of encroaching
white settlement.65
The birth of the fledging territory opened the way for new opportunities in politics
for old names such as the Rector and Bates families, as well as for outsiders seeking to
make a name for themselves in a new arena, such as Robert Crittenden of Kentucky.
Other ambitious men, such as William Woodruff who published the first newspaper in
Arkansas, saw opportunities of being the first in their fields to start new endeavors in the
new territory. The prospect of finally opening land offices in the territory and offering the
millions of acres of land for sale presented opportunities to the small farmer, hoping to
settle on good cheap land, and the speculator, hoping to make a profit in buying cheap
public land and selling it to those same small farmers. The federal government also found
potential opportunities in the new territory through revenue generated from public land
sales and as a place to deposit the thousands of Indians residing east of the Mississippi
River. Once those Indians were removed, their land could be sold at higher prices in the
more settled areas of the South.
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With these opportunities came problems for both the territorial and the national
governments. Political factionalism that had plagued the parent territory would pervade
the infant territory. Much of the public land was found to be undesirable for cultivation
unless costly measures were taken to improve its conditions. Once the good land along
the river courses had been claimed, land in the interior areas was hard to get to without
decent roads, even if the land was not inundated most of the year. The federal
government created perhaps the greatest problem the new territory faced by pushing so
many varied Indian nations into adjacent areas without considering the consequences of
this action. Nations that had traditionally battled each other were now being forced to
become neighbors. Additionally, these new emigrants were forced to encroach onto lands
claimed by existing Southwestern nations, not happy to contend with both Indian and
white settlement on their lands. Whites resented being forced to give up their improved
lands to Indians, seeking new acreage in most likely less desirable regions. These issues
placed new demands on the federal government to keep the peace, to bring more white
emigration to the territory, and ultimately to bring improvements to the territory to meet
these demands.
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CHAPTER 4
BEGINNING A TRANSPORTATION NETWORK, 1820-1830
Late on a Friday night in March 1820, an event took place at Arkansas Post
causing the citizens of that village to come out of their houses and celebrate en masse.
The local newspaper, itself only four months in existence, reported the event the
following day:
We are highly gratified in announcing the arrival at this place, about 10 o’clock
last night [Friday, March 31, 1820], of the new and elegant Steam-boat COMET,
Captain Byrne, from New Orleans, in eight days from port to port, and 149
running hours… Notwithstanding the lateness of the hour at which she arrived,
many of our citizens assembled on the banks of the river, to testify their joy and
greet her with a hearty welcome, on her approach to the landing.1
This was exciting news for the populace as the Comet became the first steamboat to ever
ascend the river as far as Arkansas Post. The trip upriver was not incident free, though.
“The Comet entered the mouth of the Arkansas yesterday at 12 o’clock—in the first of
the evening she accidentally ran aground, in consequence of the darkness of the night,
and was detained about two hours, but received no injury.” The editor of the newspaper
expressed the people’s optimism for the future when he claimed that every citizen of the
territory would be gratified “to learn that thus far the Arkansas affords no obstructions to
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steam-boat navigation.”2 With the arrival of the steamboat nearly a year after the
formation of the territory, water travel remained the most important means of
transportation. Arkansas Post and the fledgling Arkansas Territory joined the other parts
of the Union in taking advantage of this relatively recent technological marvel and could
reap the benefits associated with it, or so they hoped.
Steamboats plying their trade on the Mississippi River had already made an
impact on trade in Arkansas before venturing up the Arkansas River. Goods were
dropped at the mouth of the White River where they were transferred to flat or keelboats
heading up the Arkansas River to Arkansas Post and beyond. When the water was high,
boats could connect between the White River and the Arkansas through a cut-off that
aided boats heading to Arkansas from the north. The distance from the mouth of White
River to Arkansas Post by way of the cut-off was forty miles, but only twenty-five miles
overland between the two points during low water when the cut-off could not be used. By
contrast, boats entering at the mouth of the Arkansas River had about a sixty mile journey
to Arkansas Post from the Mississippi.3
Travel on the rivers followed a pattern that depended on the water levels in the
rivers, which in turn followed the seasonal precipitation patterns and snowmelt in the
higher elevations to the west. Even the arrival in the territory of the first territorial
governor, Brigadier General James Miller, was dictated by the low water in the Arkansas
River during the winter months. Miller, along with his entourage, arrived at Arkansas
Post on December 26, 1819, by keelboat after a seventy day journey from Pittsburgh. The
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group accompanying Miller was composed of twenty men and one woman, the wife of
one of the officers. The gender disproportion was typical for groups traveling to Arkansas
in the early days, where male immigrants left their women in civilization until a suitable
home could be carved out of the wilderness, or at least the men could determine whether
the frontier life would meet the needs of their women folk.4
An increase in immigration to Arkansas became noticeable at Arkansas Post
while the settlement served as the seat of government for the territory. Missouri had been
the destination of emigrants before 1820, according to William Woodruff, and
undoubtedly many of those emigrants made their way into northern Arkansas by way of
the Southwest Trail. But keelboats remained the vessel of choice for emigrants to the
territory from the East, mostly from Tennessee and Kentucky, with others also migrating
from Virginia. Using the river, these settlers were intent on settling on the Arkansas River
around Little Rock or even farther upriver near Fort Smith. Settlers heading up the
Arkansas were mostly families starting subsistence farms. Men of more means, taking
their slaves with them, used keelboats to ascend the White and Cache Rivers to the rich
cotton lands in the eastern portion of the state. Once their plantations were established
and their cotton had been cultivated, these planters used these same rivers and keelboats
or flatboats to send their crops downriver to Arkansas Post and on to New Orleans.5
Other towns and other rivers were also becoming important destinations and
transportation routes. Notice of the formation of the town of Fulton, on the Red River in
the southwestern corner of present-day Arkansas, and of the sale of town lots at public
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auction was placed in the newspaper in December 1819. Lauded as “the principal landing
and place of deposit, for the county of Hampstead [sic],” Fulton would also serve as the
crossing point for “the most direct road leading from Missouri territory, and many of the
eastern states, to the extensive and fertile province of Texas” once the road was built. At
this time, the Southwest Trail had not been improved, but the trail existed as a welltraveled path.6
Another new settlement along the Mississippi River drew the attention of
Arkansas inhabitants eastward, and to a potential new market for goods. The “Town of
Memphis” was first advertised in the Arkansas Gazette on July 1, 1820, “laid off by the
proprietors on the Chickasaw Bluff, on the east bank of the Mississippi” and the location
was “believed to be the handsomest on the Mississippi below St. Louis.”7 The site had
long been familiar to inhabitants of Arkansas as the government factory for the
Chickasaws, but as a growing settlement Memphis could serve as a destination for mail,
goods, and a last stop for emigrating settlers heading west across the river. Once across
the river, the landscape remained unbroken by roads, leaving the emigrant stuck on the
west bank, facing a seemingly impenetrable swamp as far as the eye could see. Even mail
carriers flinched at carrying their heavy bags into such a wilderness.
Regular steamboat travel was the ambition of the people along the rivers, though.
In the first year following the arrival of the Comet at Arkansas Post, only two other
steamboats, the Maid of Orleans in late June 1820 and the Eagle on April 11, 1821, made
it up the Arkansas River as far as Arkansas Post. Captain Byrne of the Comet remained
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the more intrepid of the skippers by being the only captain to bring his steamboat to
Arkansas Post in January 1821, when the rivers were at their lowest. Always the
promoter, Woodruff bragged in his newspaper that the “St. Francis, the White, the Black,
the Arkansas, and the Ouachita Rivers are all navigable for Steam Boats; and a
comparatively small expense would probably render Red River equally so, up as far as
the upper settlements.” Still, nearly another year passed before the Eagle made its way as
far as Little Rock, arriving March 16, 1822, after the seat of government had been
relocated there from Arkansas Post.8
The idea of relocating the seat of government to Little Rock became one of
several important issues taken up by the first regular session of the General Assembly in
October 1820. Overzealous to begin self-government in November 1819, Robert
Crittenden, the territorial secretary and acting governor in Miller’s absence, called for
territorial elections. The people of Arkansas Territory elected a delegate to Congress,
while each county elected a legislator for the territorial Legislative Council and two
members for the territorial House of Representatives. This process in democracy was
proper under the second grade of territorial development. Unfortunately, the act of
Congress creating the territory had stated that Arkansas could assume the second grade
when the governor deemed it was ready, meaning when the population reached the
necessary numbers. By rushing the process, the people of Arkansas risked the
embarrassment of having its elections abrogated by Congress. Governor Miller called for
a special session of the legislature in February 1820 to address the legality of the
elections and the assumption of the second grade. The legislature decided to let Congress
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decide the issue and submitted a memorial to Congress seeking a favorable decision. In
this special session, the legislature also took the opportunity to seek consideration by the
president of beginning the public land sales in the territory, “opening a road or at least a
trace” along postal routes assisted by the United States Army in constructing these roads,
forming advantageous treaties with the Native Americans within the territory, and to
address the preemption rights of current inhabitants. As a result, an act of Congress on
April 21, 1820, allowed the new territory to take on its second grade status, letting the
representative body stand. But the requests presented by the February session established
the major priorities desired by the inhabitants of Arkansas and represented the first
instance of suggesting the use of military personnel for road construction in the territory. 9
These same sentiments were expressed by “X” in the Arkansas Gazette of
February 5, 1820, when the writer stated that “a subject of the first importance, and which
will probably be acted on during the ensuing session, is the passage of laws for the
purpose of opening roads to communicate with different parts of the Territory, and the
adjoining states and territories.” Accompanying this letter were articles addressing the
rumors that Congress had strongly recommended going to war with Spain over the treaty
to purchase Florida and due to the lack of adequate mail service, the nation could
possibly already have been at war with Spain and the territory bordering Spanish Texas
had no knowledge of it. The lack of communication placed the territory in a very
precarious position. Woodruff lamented that “except through an occasional traveler, we
9
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have no means of hearing what is doing in the world.” The need for better post roads
became not only a convenience but also a necessity. 10
By mid-1820, the unsuitability of Arkansas Post as the seat of the territorial
government became obvious to many people. Henry W. Conway, receiver of public
monies, and William D. Simms, register of the land office, suggested to Josiah Meigs,
commissioner of the General Land Office in Washington, D. C., that the government land
offices be relocated to Little Rock. The two officials suggested several reasons for the
removal from Arkansas Post: the unhealthy conditions of the town during the late
summer season inhibited people from going there for business and the remoteness of the
town from other parts of the territory, both of which presented problems to Conway and
Simms conducting their business of selling public lands across the territory. Little Rock
was a suitable site because it was more centrally located in the territory and had a
healthier environment.11 The act to remove to Little Rock was approved by Governor
Miller in October 1820.12
Now that the territorial government was operational, other issues of local interest
had to be addressed. The organic law creating Arkansas Territory called for the new
territory to be governed by the existing laws of Missouri Territory, until or unless the
inhabitants of the new territory found reason to change those laws. This meant that the
county laws already established to open and maintain county roads continued in effect in
Arkansas, but the legislature sought to set a fair rate of taxation to cover the expenses.
10
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The debate in the legislature over this issue created one of the first divisions in the
territory, one that had lasting effects. William B.R. Horner, a landholder from Phillips
county, called for a portion of the land tax to be paid to the counties equally, since some
counties had no landholders to tax, while other counties (such as Arkansas and other
counties south of the Arkansas River) carried the brunt of land taxation. Representatives
from land poor counties called for the land tax to be high (four dollars per hundred acres),
while those in the land rich counties asked for a low land tax rate (one dollar per hundred
acres). Those in the rich counties wanted none of the land tax to go to the counties, while
those in the poorer counties wanted more of the tax to help the counties. Horner called for
a compromise rate of three dollars per hundred acres, with fifty cents of the three dollars
going to the counties equally to pay for improvements beneficial to the people, and
ultimately to the whole territory, such as roads and bridges. The result was an act that
called for a land tax of a dollar and fifty cents per hundred acres while town lots with
their improvements and dwellings were taxed fifty cents per hundred dollars of assessed
value. The tax on slaves over ten years of age was fifty cents per head. Wheel carriages
“kept for pleasure” were assessed a tax of two dollars and fifty cents per hundred dollars
of valuation. A county tax was levied in varying amounts for various commodities and
livestock. Merchants, whether operating in permanent locations or peddlers and vendors
traveling around the territory, were levied a twenty dollar license fee for a six month
period. Taxation on the operation of public ferries was assessed at the discretion of the
circuit courts. All of these were substantial increases over the rates already established by
Missouri Territory. More importantly, the fifty cents per hundred acres portion for
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internal improvements suggested by Horner did not happen, leaving the counties to fund
their local improvements from their own meager tax collections.13
Perhaps the legislators sincerely attempted to arrive at an equitable solution, but
Horner’s suggestion was the more progressive for gaining needed improvements, and his
prediction of the vote’s outcome the more accurate. The majority of land claims were still
unconfirmed making it difficult to collect taxes on those lands. Upland settlers tended to
be subsistence farmers, many squatting on the land with few commodities in their
possession—especially slaves—and seeking preemption rights to their land, thereby
unable or unwilling to pay land taxes. The lowland settlers represented a growing class of
planters, either already wealthy from cotton cultivation or moving in that direction. These
planters brought with them slaves to work their plantations, along with the other
commodities enumerated for taxation by the legislative act. The disparity between the
two groups meant that the majority of Arkansas counties had no money for public roads,
bridges, or ferries while counties bordering the Mississippi and Arkansas rivers had the
fiscal means to build local improvements. At the same time, the territorial government
had no monies in its coffers for larger territorial projects affecting several counties. The
only recourse for territorial improvements was the federal government.
The lack of local funding did not prevent people from traveling in Arkansas; it
only made it more difficult. In January 1819, the botanist Thomas Nuttall arrived in
Arkansas on a keelboat at the mouth of the White River. Reaching the Arkansas River,
the land in every direction was inundated from the seasonal floods. “Within this tract,”
Ibid., November 11, 1820; “An Act supplementary to an act to regulate the Fiscal
concern of this territory,” October 24, 1820, Acts Passed by the General Assembly, of the
Territory of Arkansas, at the Session in October 1820 (Little Rock, A.T.: William E. Woodruff
and Robert Briggs, Printer to the Territory, 1821), 114-117.
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according to Nuttall, “cultivation can never take place without recourse to the same
industry, which has redeemed Holland from the ocean.”14 As prophetic as those words
were, within a few years the federal government attempted to carve a road out of the
wilderness and prairie that connected the Mississippi River at Memphis to the seat of
government at Little Rock.
Intent on exploring the natural state of Arkansas, Nuttall left Arkansas Post and
continued up the Arkansas River in a skiff, a relatively small boat powered by oars or
sail, on February 27, 1819, and arrived at Fort Smith on April 24, 1819. Along the way,
Nuttall noted the crossing of the road from St. Louis to the southwest. This road was
encountered before arriving at Little Rock, and headed to Mount Prairie (today’s Benton)
then on to Natchitoches on the Red River, with branches heading to Hot Springs more to
the west, and Ouachita Post (Monroe, Louisiana) to the southeast. According to Nuttall,
“these extensive and convenient routes have been opened from time immemorial by the
Indians; they were their war and hunting-paths, and such as in many instances had been
tracked out instinctively by the bison in their periodical migrations.”15
On arriving farther up the river at the settlement of Cadron, at the mouth of
Cadron Creek near today’s Conway, Nuttall noted another path crossing the Arkansas
14
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River from St. Louis “and the settlements on White river, as well as to the hot springs of
the Washita, and the inhabitants of Red river.”16 While Nuttall did not think highly of the
small settlement, long-time settler John Pyeatt had believed it important enough to create
a path on the north side of the Arkansas River from Cadron through Big Prairie to
Arkansas Post. It was on this crude road in January 1823 that Pyeatt, John Mosby, and an
accompanying black man became severely frost-bitten while returning to their homes in
Cadron from New Orleans, by way of Arkansas Post. The three men attempted to cross
nearly one hundred miles of open prairie in early January, “which was in most places
covered with water and ice, and through which they were compelled to wade.” The men
made their way to a house fifteen miles from Little Rock, where they were given comfort.
Pyeatt suffered the worst and it was feared he would lose both feet. Perhaps mercifully,
Pyeatt died on January 21, 1823, from his sufferings.17
Passing the Dardanelle, Nuttall had joined two Frenchmen in a pirogue for the
remainder of the journey to Fort Smith. About twenty miles upriver from the Dardanelle,
a rock ledge across the Arkansas River obstructed navigation at low water. Nuttall arrived
at Fort Smith on April 24, 1819. From Fort Smith, he accompanied Major William
Bradford and a company of soldiers to the southwest to the mouth of the Kiamechi River
at the Red River in mid-May 1819. With no roads or paths to take, the troop followed the
prairies at the base of the ridges along the Kiamechi valley, constantly heading
southwest. Occasionally, the men came upon a bison path heading in the same general
direction, but typically they simply had to make their own paths through the knee-high
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prairie grasses or contend with the pestilent ticks that infested the woods along the ridges.
After finally coming to a “beaten path” on May 22, 1819, Nuttall arrived at the Red River
two days later about fifteen miles above the Kiamechi River. Since the soldiers intended
taking the same route back to Fort Smith on the 26th, Nuttall delayed in leaving the Red
River a few hours in order to study the plants in the area. This became a bad decision
when he became lost trying to catch up to the troop. The paths he followed played out or
were simply non-existent. Nuttall returned to the Red River settlement, where he was
informed that if he followed the prairies to the east, he would arrive at Hot Springs,
where “a plain and direct road” would take him back. Instead, Nuttall found three men
who were also heading to Fort Smith, and after departing the Red River again on June 14,
1819, the men finally arrived at the garrison in Fort Smith on June 21 after making
several detours and inadvertently climbing high ridges. In all of his wanderings around
Fort Smith and towards the Red River country, Nuttall encountered few paths, and none
of them were suitable for wagon travel.18
On his final journey in Arkansas, Nuttall traveled up the Arkansas River from
Fort Smith to the mouth of the Verdigris River, in present-day Oklahoma. The Grand, or
Neosho, River joins the Arkansas near the mouth of the Verdigris and a trading post had
been established on the land between these two streams, taking advantage of the trade
with the Osages. After exploring the terrain to the north of the conjoined rivers, Nuttall
decided to venture farther into the western interior. He joined a hunter named Lee on
August 11, 1819, and the two traveled by horse overland, following the Little North Fork
of the Canadian River on the south side of the Arkansas River. Nuttall soon became very
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ill, but the two men pushed on until they came to the First Red Fork, or today’s Cimarron
River. Lee’s horse became inextricably mired in a bog, forcing Lee to fashion a canoe out
of the little timber to be found on the prairie. The two men began their return on
September 4, 1819, with Lee in his canoe going downstream and Nuttall attempting to
follow by horse along the bank. After rejoining the Arkansas River, the two men ran into
the Osage camp, escaping only after giving away several necessary items and almost
losing their horse and canoe. A very sick Nuttall finally made his way back to the trading
post on the Verdigris River, and floated down by boat with a Frenchman to the garrison
at Belle Point, the settlement adjacent to Fort Smith, arriving on September 20, 1819.19
Sickness, which had affected a large number of the inhabitants along the river,
kept Nuttall from leaving Belle Point until mid-October. He arrived at the “Pecannerie
settlement,” about midway between Point Remove and Cadron, on November 3, 1819.
With about sixty families “living in a state of ignorance and mediocrity of fortune,” the
Pecannerie settlement consisted of many outlaws who preyed on both the whites and the
neighboring Cherokees. Nuttall was forced to stay at Cadron from December 18, 1819,
until January 4, 1820, due to the cold weather and ice on the river, where he joined the
boat of a merchant from New Orleans who was heading downriver to Arkansas Post.20
Nuttall arrived at Arkansas Post on January 15, 1820, leaving for the Mississippi
River four days later. Once at the mouth of the Arkansas River, he boarded a flatboat
headed to New Orleans. Because of the low stage of the Mississippi, steamboats were not
operating for the season. But in the year that Nuttall spent in Arkansas, he had witnessed
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the arrival of new settlers at the places he returned to along the river, despite the lack of
good wagon roads and the hardships immigrants faced in their travels. Often critical of
the federal government’s policies toward Native Americans, Nuttall’s published journal
may also have been instrumental in highlighting the problems associated with pushing so
many differing Native American nations adjacent to each other and to white settlements
in Arkansas. The importance could not have been missed by its readers of the need for
roads on the frontier allowing for quicker troop response in times of crisis. Also evident
from the journal was the need for land transportation routes from the Mississippi River to
the frontier outposts since river travel could not be relied on in all seasons of the year.21
In Pioneers and Makers of Arkansas, Josiah Shinn stated that three to five
hundred people per day crossed the Mississippi River on ferries, along with thirty to fifty
wagons. Most of these immigrants settled in Missouri between 1819 and 1830, but after
1830 the destination for the majority was Arkansas. Shinn found that in 1819 people who
arrived in the territory by water occupied lands along the rivers of eastern Arkansas.
More people, though, still preferred to travel by road with their wagons which
necessitated traveling into the state on the route from Missouri heading southwest,
eventually to the settlements on the Red River in the southwestern corner of Arkansas.22
Still, the one issue that affected all of the inhabitants regardless of their station in
life was communication with the outside world, which meant the mail. The people
21
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continued to petition for a mail route between Arkansas Post and Ouachita, in Louisiana.
The mails and newspapers, their only forms of communication with the rest of the nation,
had to travel by way of St. Louis, Nashville, Natchez, and other towns to the east. The
gap between St. Louis and Natchez beckoned to be filled and Memphis appeared to be a
logical location for better mail distribution.23 The same issue of the Gazette announcing
the removal of the government from Arkansas Post to Little Rock also announced a
proposal from the United States Post Office to open a post road “From Lower Chickasaw
Bluff to Arkansas, once in two weeks, 130 miles…The above route will be of immense
advantage to the citizens of this Territory, and particularly to those living in the counties
adjacent to the Mississippi.” Even so, pessimism shrouded the article as the writer
prophesied that obstacles encountered during the three month rainy season would leave
small hope of receiving the mails on a regular basis, unless the contract was awarded to
residents along the route familiar with the obstacles. While the complaint was legitimate,
it was most likely made for the benefit of influential locals who sought postal route
contracts.24
The newspaper became the logical voice for complaints regarding the mails and
the pursuit for better postal roads and mail delivery. In the first few years of the territory,
Woodruff and correspondents to the newspaper offered several reasons for mail failures
along with solutions for speeding the mails, both inside the territory and the connections
from without. Often the mail contractors blamed the weather and high water, even at
times when it had not rained in weeks. Many times post offices in Arkansas received
23
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partial deliveries due to the post rider only having one bag when he arrived at the post
office in Missouri, forcing him to leave the bulk of the letters and newspapers behind.
This situation left postmasters at either end of the route squabbling over who was
responsible for providing extra bags. While this debate may have seemed childish, the
large leather mail bags were not cheap to purchase, so no postmaster was willing to spend
funds to benefit another post office.25
Rain and high water were indeed problems for mail carriers. Besides the
possibility of making a route impassable, damage to the mail from the water—whether
from the rain getting into the bags or from the rider making his way through inundated
lands with the bags taking a soaking—was a common problem not only in Arkansas, but
all across the country. Woodruff prompted the carriers to also “cover the mail-bags with
skin, or oil-cloth, so as effectually to secure them from the rain.” The main problem,
though, was crossing the flat, often inundated land between the Mississippi River and the
Arkansas River. Whatever route the mail carriers took to cross this “great swamp”
entailed a drenching somewhere along the way.26
Congress established postal routes that attempted to connect early settlements in
the territory, beginning as early as 1819. These routes followed traces mentioned by
Nuttall, such as from Cadron to Little Rock, then southwest from Little Rock along the
Southwest Trail through Clark County, stopping at its court house and on to Hempstead
County courthouse, serving the Red River settlements. From Hempstead County, the
mails followed a route to Ouachita Post in Louisiana. By 1822, the route from Clark

25

Ibid., December 4, 1819.

26

Ibid., September 9, 1820.

166

County to Hempstead County and Ouachita Post had been altered to discontinue the
Louisiana leg, and instead branched into routes headed to Natchitoches or to Miller
County courthouse in the extreme southwest corner of today’s state bordering with
Texas. New routes extended the Cadron to Little Rock route on to Arkansas Post in the
east, and westward to Fort Smith, following the Arkansas River. On paper, the number of
miles of post roads in the territory had increased from 732 miles to 1,257 miles between
1820 and 1822, but the miles which the mails had actually been carried increased from
583 miles to 732 miles in the same period. Again, these routes were only traces, leaving
the actual means of getting from point to point up to the mail carriers. By 1823, the
advantages of carrying the mails on steamboats became obvious, bringing Congress to
designate “all waters on which steamboats regularly pass from port to port” as post roads.
Unfortunately, due to the obstructions in the rivers and the seasonal fluctuations of the
water levels, the delivery of the mail by steamboat was just as sporadic as it was by land.
Improved roads that could be traveled all seasons of the year were needed if the
territory’s inhabitants were to succeed in bringing civilization, in the form of routine mail
service, to the frontier.27
Even as more postal routes were added to the postal system, news from the
outside world made its way into the territory very slowly, or in infrequent spurts. Much
of this delay was caused by forces beyond the territory, which became frustrating since
no one in the territory could do anything to fix the problems. Woodruff complained of the
lateness of receipt of exchange newspapers from eastern cities. In June 1821, newspapers,
27
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when received, were two to five months late with many of the eastern newspapers dating
back to November 1820. New Orleans newspapers were not much better, occasionally
arriving four to six weeks after their publication dates, but more typically they were two
to four months old when received in Arkansas. Often, issues of the National Intelligencer
from Washington, D.C., with articles extracted from New Orleans newspapers arrived
sooner than the New Orleans newspapers containing the original articles. Since the mails
traveled to Missouri before delivery to Arkansas, Woodruff blamed the postmasters in
lower Missouri for negligence in not sending on both newspapers and letters. Even after
Memphis became the distribution point for mail to and from Arkansas, complaints still
remained. In June 1823, the Gazette ran an article from the Intelligencer stating “that we
hear from England, from France, from Spain, from almost every region of the globe,
more regularly and more certainly than we do from some parts of our own
territory…Arkansas appears to be the territory with which our intercourse is most
difficult, uncertain, and slow.” While the people of Arkansas could not change the
situation east of the Mississippi River, they could work to improve conditions in their
own territory.28
The need for better roads for improved postal service was only an irritant and
inconvenience compared to other problems in the territory. The removal of the “Indian
problem” became the cause that paved the way for federally-funded road projects in the
territory, for this problem threatened not only the growth of settlement in the territory but
also the very lives of the territory’s inhabitants. Until all of the public land held by Native
Americans in the territory was taken out of their possession and the natives removed
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westward, white immigrants would be reluctant to move to Arkansas. Public land could
not be sold, leaving both the federal and territorial governments without the financial
benefits derived from those land sales and the resultant land taxes. And as long as there
were Native Americans roaming along the fringe of the frontier, the potential danger
remained, calling for an increased army presence along the frontier for protection of the
settlers.
The people of the territory gained a supporting voice from the military itself. In
January 1818, Major Stephen H. Long of the U. S. Army’s Topographical Engineers
reported to Brigadier General Thomas A. Smith on Long’s examination of the region
between the Arkansas and Red Rivers. Long found the various tribes located throughout
the territory as noted earlier. He also found white settlements within the same area.
Immigrants had moved in from Indiana, Kentucky, Tennessee, and Illinois Territory. A
census taken in 1817 indicated a population of immigrants at about two thousand people,
but Long estimated that the number of immigrants had increased to nearly three thousand
in the short period of time since the census. The close proximity of white settlers to
Indian populations called for certain military measures.
Long’s report, which was subsequently submitted to Secretary of War John C.
Calhoun, suggested three main military objectives. The first was to keep peace between
the Osage and Cherokee tribes; second, to prevent white settlers and hunters from
trespassing on any of the Indian lands; and third, to secure the frontiers of the Territory
from repeated depredations of the Indians, particularly the Osage. In a jab at the powers
in Washington, Long stated the first objective would “no doubt receive due attention
from the United States Government as they were instrumental in locating the Cherokees
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in the neighbourhood of the Osages.” Long considered the other two objectives equally
important, as “everything depends upon their accomplishment in securing and
maintaining a friendly understanding with the Indians.”29
To accomplish these objectives, Long proposed establishing fortifications and a
garrison at Fort Smith, on the south side of the Arkansas River near the Osage treaty line.
Major William Bradford and a detachment of troops were already in the process of
erecting these installations at the time Long submitted his report. In conjunction with the
establishment at Fort Smith, Long proposed creating a line of military posts connected by
roads running north and south away from the Arkansas River. These posts would help
control events more remote from the river. Long further encouraged building a settlement
between the mouth of the Missouri River and the northern border of Louisiana, on the
west side of the Mississippi River. This settlement would not only complete the chain of
settlements from St. Louis to New Orleans, but the settling of the west side of the
Mississippi River would “admit to a numerous population…and supplies of every kind
necessary for the subsistence of an Army, should any future emergency require the
presence of one to protect the western frontiers at any point, may be drawn from
resources at hand.”30
Long urged his superiors to extinguish all Indian claims that needed to be
recognized. The United States, he said, should “have the privilege of opening
communications either by Land or water or both from Red River across the Arkansaw, to
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the Missouri in any directions they may deem proper.”31 In this report, Long initiated the
recognition of a need for frontier defense which others addressed in later years. The
supplies Long foresaw coming from settlements in east Arkansas needed a route to the
western frontier. He also stressed the importance of communication between the frontier
inhabitants and the rest of the nation which necessitated opening transportation routes
across Arkansas.
The farsightedness of Long’s defense plan became obvious after the subsequent
treaties between the U.S. and various Native American nations. On November 28, 1820,
James Woodson Bates, the territorial delegate to Congress from Arkansas, submitted a
heated letter to Secretary of War Calhoun concerning the Choctaw Treaty which General
Andrew Jackson concluded on October 18, 1820. Bates pointed out that the lands given
to the Choctaws in Arkansas in exchange for the cession of that tribe’s lands east of the
Mississippi River were in fact the major portion of the best lands in Arkansas Territory.
The land presented to the Choctaws contained the land between the Arkansas and Red
Rivers, land that the U. S. government had already placed for public sale in August and
October 1820. Bates concluded that nearly one-third of the territory’s population resided
in the disputed area, and the hardship of relocation would ruin those families.32 Governor
Miller reiterated this concern in a letter sent to Calhoun on December 11, 1820.33 The
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treaty remained a point of contention in the territory until the Choctaws finally agreed to
remove west of the Arkansas Territory boundary in January 1825.34
The majority of negotiations between the government of the Arkansas Territory
and Indian tribes concerned keeping the peace between the Osage and Cherokee tribes.
One of the first actions of Governor Miller after arriving in the territory was to negotiate
a peace between those two tribes in June 1820.35 By 1825, the Osages in Arkansas
Territory numbered only about 1,200 people. So many white and Cherokee settlers had
encroached on their lands and had filed claims against the Osages for stolen property, that
to liquidate the claims and continue to receive annuities from the U. S. government the
Osages ceded the last portion of their lands east of the Osage line to the U. S. government
in 1825. This cession opened Lovely’s Purchase in the northwest corner of the territory,
straddling the present-day western state line, to legal white settlement.36
The Cherokees removed three years later, after the territorial legislature sent
several memorials to Congress that settlers desired the lands the Cherokee held. On
May 28, 1828, the treaty to remove the Cherokees west of a line running south from the
southwest corner of Missouri to the Arkansas River at Fort Smith was ratified and
approved.37 The last major tribe to cede their lands to the U. S. government and remove
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from the territory was the Quapaw. The Quapaws unsuccessfully removed to Caddo lands
south of the Red River in Louisiana in 1824. After nearly a quarter of the Quapaws died
in the period from 1825 to 1832, the remainder moved back to their original lands in
Arkansas, only to find that white settlers now occupied their old homes. In a treaty
concluded May 13, 1833, but not effective until April 12, 1834, the Quapaws agreed to
relocate again to an area west of Missouri in present-day Oklahoma and Kansas.38 All of
the shifting of Indian populations meant that within ten years of becoming a separate
territory, Arkansas was effectively free of Native Americans and their lands were open
for purchase and settlement by whites.
Indian removal did not free the inhabitants of Arkansas Territory, especially on
the western boundary, from isolated raids by the Indians, particularly the Osages. In early
1819, Spaniards from Santa Fe traveled down the Canadian River, which flowed into the
Arkansas River, and into the western part of the territory. William Bradford,
commanding the troops at Fort Smith, did not know what the Spanish were doing on the
river—they may have been there simply for trade with the Indians and whites in the
area—but the fear was that the Spanish were sounding out the feelings of the Indians
toward hostilities against the United States. The fear of Spanish involvement on the
western frontier, stirring the Indians against the United States and its citizens, was a
tangible one. Bradford pointed out that the Indians, “should a war at anytime occur with
Spain…might prove the same auxiliary force to that country, as did the Northwestern
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Indians to the British during the late war.”39 The need for frontier military posts for
defense and to keep order in the West remained, and a road into the interior of the
territory became essential as military leaders formed plans containing a road from
Memphis to Little Rock and continuing to the western border.
As early as February 1820, the General Assembly of Arkansas Territory
petitioned President Monroe for military aid to build roads in the territory. Based on the
need for defense and the thinly populated Territory, the petition requested assistance from
the United States Army in “opening roads, say twelve feet wide, along our post routes;
and that the soldiers so furnished be placed under the command of his Excellency
Governor Miller.”40 William Woodruff also noted an increase in the pace of immigration
into the territory: “Great numbers are preparing to emigrate…from the states of Kentucky
and Tennessee, and the eastern and middle states. We have no doubt that as soon as the
Land Offices are opened, the emigration to this Territory will increase rapidly.”41 Not
surprisingly, the Gazette also promoted Long’s program. In a lengthy article describing
the Arkansas Territory and its advantages and disadvantages, the writer alluded to Major
Long’s tour of the Arkansas and Red Rivers, restating Long’s suggestions of making
Arkansas a barrier to invaders and sustaining the army from within the territory’s
boundaries.42
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By late 1822, frustration over the lack of internal improvements support from the
federal government in Arkansas Territory became vocal in the newspaper. One letter
writer questioned specifically why the military had not built the road from the Mississippi
River to Little Rock as memorialized by the legislature in October 1820. The writer
pointed out that the reasons for the road “were so cogent, and the policy of the
government with respect to objects of a similar nature in other Territories and in many of
the states had been so liberal” that most believed the president would have troops
working on the road almost immediately. The writer added that since the federal
government benefited from the road project, through immigrants from the East
purchasing public lands in Arkansas, he could not see why the president had not done so
already.43
President Monroe’s position on internal improvements may explain the delay,
from 1820 to 1824, in approving the project. Federal policy had been, as the letter writer
above stated, fairly liberal toward appropriating funds for internal improvements, such as
roads. But Monroe clouded the issue by vetoing appropriations for the maintenance and
repair of the Cumberland Road on May 4, 1822. Monroe stated that road building implied
a power to create a complete system of internal improvements not given to the federal
government in the Constitution. The federal government had built roads crossing several
states without gaining those states’ consent. According to this strict constructionist
stance, work conducted within a state had to be performed by that state, unless the work
was for a clear federal purpose such as defense or postal service. Monroe emphasized this
stance in his message on December 2, 1823, when he blamed Congress for not
43
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recommending to the states an amendment to the Constitution to give the federal
government such powers.44 Congress evaded the issue by relying on the expedient of
writing their appropriations for “military” or “post” roads, falling within the parameters
established by Monroe. Arkansas Territory certainly met these two conditions for federal
help in building roads and the time seemed right to present a new memorial asking for
such a road.
Territorial elections were held in 1823. The hotly contested position of territorial
delegate to Congress pitted Henry W. Conway against William Bradford, the former
commander of the garrison at Fort Smith, and Judge Thomas P. Eskridge. Eskridge
dropped out of the race before the election, leaving Conway and Bradford to continue.
All of the candidates ran on progressive programs, placing a priority on extinguishing the
Indian titles still existent in Arkansas and having the Choctaw Treaty settled in a way that
would be agreeable with the people of Arkansas, establishing military posts on the
frontier, and building a “good wagon road” from Memphis to Little Rock. Both Conway
and Eskridge sought the federal government’s aid in removing the raft blocking the Red
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River also.45 Conway defeated Bradford in the election in August, giving the delegate
time to head to Washington and Congress after the October session of the territory’s
general assembly.
In his speech to the opening session of the general assembly, Acting Governor
Crittenden began with a sort of “state of the territory” address. While the territorial debt
had grown to nearly eight thousand dollars, the value of paper currency from the territory
had increased also. A beneficial exchange rate would help in paying down the debt. The
anticipated taxation on military bounty lands and public lands sold to speculators and
non-residents would also aid in removing the growing debt. A growing number of land
owners meant an enlarged tax base, allowing for improvements within the territory. Still,
the territory needed help from the “general government,” whether that assistance came in
the form of extinguishment of Indian titles to land, more regular troops to protect the
borders from Indian threats, or improvements such as military roads to benefit both the
territory and the federal government. In citing these needs, Crittenden also exhibited a
growing jealousy against other states and territories, such as Missouri, Florida, and
Michigan, that he deemed less deserving than Arkansas, but had benefited from federal
assistance. “To all our petitions,” claimed Crittenden, “an inflexible silence has been
preserved. The liberality and munificence so conspicuous in Florida, Michigan, and
Missouri, has never been extended to our Territory.” Crittenden’s solution was to urge
the assembly to flood Congress with memorials for improvements and protection in
Arkansas.46
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The general assembly responded by passing several memorials to be submitted to
Congress. On October 18, 1823, Crittenden approved a memorial to Congress for an
appropriation to survey and construct a military and post road from Memphis to Little
Rock, which Conway presented to Congress on December 10, 1823.47 The bill met little
debate in the House, after being favorably submitted by Pennsylvanian Joseph Hemphill
of the Committee on Roads and Canals. Hemphill stated that the committee deemed the
road necessary “and highly conducive to the prosperity of that Territory; but too
expensive for its present population and means.” By connecting the settlements on the
Mississippi River with Little Rock, the road “would be valuable to the Union, as well as
public property, and by opening to speedier settlement the military lands in Arkansas.”
More importantly, according to Hemphill, the white population of Arkansas was sixteen
thousand, surrounded on the borders by nearly fifty thousand Indians, necessitating the
ability to move troops quickly to the borders in times of hostilities. The bill passed to a
third reading in the House, and although it was being shepherded through the process by
those congressmen favorable to it, Conway quickly realized an error in the bill’s phrasing
that could have possibly caused the bill’s defeat.48
As originally written, the bill stated that it was to provide for surveying and
making a road from “Memphis, in Tennessee, to Little Rock, in the Territory of
Arkansas,” causing John Floyd of Virginia to question whether any part of the road
would actually be in the state of Tennessee, or wholly in Arkansas. This question was
important since the constitutional objection Congress had over previous internal
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improvement projects was the fact that too many projects had been run through states
without the formal consent of those states, even if the project was to serve a national
purpose, violating states’ rights. If this situation was the case with the Arkansas bill,
Floyd would object to the bill, and Conway perceived others would also. But if the road
ran wholly in Arkansas without entering any other state, such as Tennessee, Floyd would
vote for the bill. Despite arguments by David Trimble of Kentucky that the bill should
pass even if the road ran a few miles in Tennessee, Conway had the bill amended in
committee, stating that the road would begin “from a point opposite the town of
Memphis, in the State of Tennessee,” removing any possible objections on that point.49
Once in the Senate, the bill had only a slightly more difficult passage. The main
problem was that Martin Van Buren of New York was preparing to introduce a resolution
calling for a constitutional amendment clarifying the powers given to the federal
government to build internal improvements in the states. Van Buren’s fellow senator
from New York, Rufus King, wanted to stall the vote on the Arkansas bill until after the
debate and vote on the amendment resolution. Fortunately for the Arkansas bill, Ethan
Brown, senator from Ohio and chairman of the Senate’s Committee on Roads and
Canals, pushed the bill forward. When the bill was read a second time on the floor,
Brown stated that the internal improvement question had been settled long before this
bill’s introduction, since similar acts had already been passed which set a precedent for
such improvements by the federal government. Evidently, the majority agreed as the bill
passed by a vote of twenty-nine to eight, with all but one of the opposition votes coming
from New England states, including New York. The one opposing vote not from the
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Northeast was by Nathanial Macon of North Carolina. The obvious support for the bill in
both chambers came from the western states, particularly Tennessee and Kentucky, as
well as Alabama. Besides the stated purpose of the road for defense, the main incentive
given for this road by western representatives was that of easing the way onto the public
lands for emigrants from the eastern states, particularly Kentucky and Tennessee.
Prospective land sales, then, played an enormous role in Arkansas gaining its first federal
appropriation for internal improvements.50
President Monroe approved the project on January 31, 1824, appropriating fifteen
thousand dollars for the surveying, marking, and making the road. Calhoun appointed a
three man commission to perform the surveying work: Thomas Mathers and Joseph
Paxton of Arkansas, along with Anderson B. Carr of Memphis. The men were to meet at
Little Rock and proceed with the survey from there. When completed, they were to
transmit the survey plats and field notes to the War Department to be presented to the
president. The commissioners could employ assistants as were needed to conduct the
survey at one dollar and fifty cents per day while actually exploring, surveying, and
marking the road. The commission was to “exercise every possible economy” in
performing its task.51
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Carr, the road commissioner from Memphis, received Calhoun’s letter in late July
1824. He reported to Calhoun that he and the other two commissioners would begin the
survey as soon as the low water season permitted.52 This meant the earliest time to start
would be in the early fall. George Graham, Commissioner of the General Land Office in
Washington, prolonged the road survey when he requested that the commissioners
coordinate the road survey with the surveys of the public lands. Graham wanted to be
able to accurately indicate the road’s location on the maps in his office. By February
1825, the survey was completed and submitted to Calhoun.53
Paxton and Mathers submitted the report on February 12, 1825, and immediately
began to apologize for the route they chose. Due to the number of rivers, streams,
swamps, and lakes, the route ran in a less than direct line from Memphis to Little Rock.
Many of the watercourses inundated the surrounding land and to straighten the line would
have cost more to build. Alternatively, the commissioners attempted to avoid a
“circuitous route,” which they felt was an equal waste of money.54
The route began on the bank opposite Memphis, ran north along the Mississippi
River for about three miles, then followed around the south side of Alligator—or
Grandee—Lake, crossing Mill Seat Bayou just south of Mill Seat Lake. The route then
ran across fertile flat bottom land for several miles. The size of the trees between Mill
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Seat Bayou and Blackfish Bayou amazed the three men but they found that clearing the
timber from the roadway would be an enormous and expensive undertaking.55
The commissioners chose to cross Blackfish Bayou with a ferry at a point where
the stream formed a large lake. The stream, stated the commissioners, inundated the flat
areas adjacent to its banks, where the lake did not. From Blackfish Bayou to the St.
Francis River, the route ran through a cane brake which they believed would require a
half-mile of causeway. Then two smaller lakes were to be crossed by ferry. These ferries
were to be the type where the users pulled it to the bank using a rope and pulley system,
then pulled themselves across the lake since the lakes had no current and no outlet to
push the boats downstream and lose them.56
The St. Francis River crossing they chose was believed to be the best within one
hundred miles of the Mississippi and never overflowed due to its high banks. The
commissioners were adamant that except for the locations they had noted, the new road
would never be subject to overflow or inundation. Water might collect in two or three
places but never enough to stop travel on the road. After crossing the St. Francis, the road
climbed Crowley’s Ridge up Village Creek valley “and through the rich Military Bounty
lands” to the L’Anguille River. The commissioners thought the L’Anguille should be
crossed using a ferry since the river could be forded during low water and ferried at high
water seasons. The expense of bridging could be better spent somewhere else. Even so,
because the river flooded over a broader area that was on a direct line of travel from the
St. Francis, the commissioners decided to cross the L’Anquille higher than they had
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wanted to. After crossing the L’Anguille, there were five or six miles through “oak high
land,” suitable for a good road and then through post oak flats which the commissioners
believed in time the emigrants using the road would firmly beat down.57
The next difficult obstacle to cross was Bayou De Vu—or De View. After
bridging two smaller bayous and building a quarter-mile causeway, this boggy river
bottom required bridging and building an extensive causeway. The commissioners,
though, believed that the cypress trees cleared to make the roadway would provide the
materials required for the construction project. They then intended to cross the Cache
River at Surrounded Hill after crossing Bayou Robe. The land between Robe and Cache
had not been surveyed before the road commission’s exploration. According to the
commissioners, the land near the Cache River was largely free from inundation. They
claimed that on those rare occasions when it was inundated, the water only overflowed
two or three feet. They proposed to bridge Bayou Robe and ferry the Cache River.58
The proposed crossing of the White River would have been a few miles north of
De Valls Bluff, and the commissioners were proud that this crossing would be on an
almost direct line from Memphis. However, after crossing the White, they went more
northerly to avoid overflows on the Wattensaw River. From the Wattensaw, though, the
route to Little Rock was considered easy going through broad prairies.59
The commissioners suggested letting out bids for construction on the road in
small lots to quicken its completion. They also recommended beginning immediately to
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build the required bridges under separate contracts so that emigrants could pass through
the region even without the roadway itself being completed. The commission’s urgency
to speed emigrants into the Territory was explained by their suggestion that the White
River region should be surveyed to encourage quick sales of the public lands. As perhaps
a foreshadowing or warning of what was to come regarding their survey, the
commissioners gave this caveat: “Before we close…we would observe that from
circumstances that we could not conveniently represent either on the Map or in this
report, that Some places the Contractor may have some difficulty in knowing what were
our precise views.” The last prophetic item the commissioners suggested was that the
road would become obstructed later by falling timbers and that the United States should
look into erecting toll gates along the road or authorize the Territory some way of
keeping the road open after its completion.60
Notice of completion of the survey was also submitted to the Gazette, and from
that point there ran a dispute conducted in the newspaper between the two Arkansas
commissioners and Carr of Memphis. The dispute began with a seemingly innocuous
comment by Woodruff in the Gazette that while Carr lacked surveying expertise, he
“cheerfully concurred with his colleagues in adopting any course they considered it
necessary to pursue in relation to the route of the road.” Carr took exception to this
comment by stating in a letter to the Gazette that he in fact did disagree with the other
two men on the location of the White River crossing but was overruled by the other two
men. Carr did not complete the survey from the White River to Little Rock with Paxton
and Mathers. Instead, Carr returned to Memphis where he made corrections to some
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errors made in the survey on the west bank of the Mississippi across from Memphis.
From February to June 1825, correspondence ran in the Gazette reflecting the fact that
the three commissioners disagreed on the location for crossing White River. Carr also felt
slighted when Mathers and Paxton failed to send him a copy of the report when it was
submitted to Calhoun.61 In the interim period, the Gazette almost let pass the fact that
President John Quincy Adams had decided that the road would be opened to contract bids
and not be built by Army troops as originally planned, “there being none which can be
spared for that duty.” An Army Quartermaster would supervise the project, letting out the
bids and inspecting the construction.62
The battle between the three road commissioners was not the only controversy
brewing around the new road. From May 1825 to January 1827, men anxious to see their
own projects prosper in West Tennessee wrote several letters to the editor of the Jackson
Gazette criticizing the government’s choice of running the road from Memphis westward
rather than from one of the other Chickasaw Bluffs farther north, specifically the First
Chickasaw Bluff near the mouth of the Hatchie River. The new town of Fulton,
Tennessee, located between the Forked Deer and Hatchie Rivers, competed against
Memphis for Mississippi River traffic and trade as well as trade from the Tennessee back
country. The promoters of Fulton claimed that travelers could cross the Mississippi River
much easier from Flour Island than anywhere else along the Mississippi. Once on the
west bank, the distance from the river to the Arkansas highlands was said to be only nine
miles, with few watercourses to cross. The promoters combined this logic with their
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ambitions for the proposed “national” road from Washington, D.C. to the Mississippi
River to terminate at Fulton. They claimed that their location was the only logical point
for roads coming from the East to the river from Nashville, Louisville, and Florence and
Tuscumbia, Alabama.
Even the Tennessee backwoodsman and congressman, David Crockett, was
involved in the debate for the road going northward, especially since his interests and
home were along the Obion River just north of the Forked Deer. Sam Houston, a
representative in Congress at the time, received letters from the promoters of Fulton and
Flour Island which Houston passed on to Secretary of War James Barbour. John Graham,
hired to explore the route for a road from Memphis to Big Bear Creek and then on to
Tuscumbia, claimed to have found a route along the ridge between the Wolf River and
Nonconnah Creek that enabled relatively easy travel. Graham’s letter was published in
the Memphis Advocate and reprinted by the Jackson Gazette. This discovery tended to
put an end to the debate since the argument over the Mississippi River terminus of roads
from the East centered now on Memphis.63 Also, the plans by Congress and the War
Department were well advanced on the road from Memphis to Little Rock by the time
these letters were published.
On March 4, 1825, George Izard, a former major general in the War of 1812 from
South Carolina, was approved by the new president, John Quincy Adams, as the new
Territorial Governor of Arkansas. One of the first actions by Izard was to request that
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Secretary of War James Barbour act quickly on building the Military Road since it “will
be of great and immediate Advantage both to this Territory and to the State of Tennessee,
and will considerably diminish the Delay in communication with the Seat of
Government.”64 Barbour informed Izard in July 1825 that the failure of the road
commissioners to submit their survey plats and field notes was holding the project up and
that as soon as the department received them, the president could approve the route.
These items were finally received in Washington in December 1825. Adams approved
the route, and Barbour submitted the project to the Quartermaster Department to
supervise the construction of the road.65
Thomas S. Jesup, quartermaster general, was in a bind in late December 1825.
There were no officers available in the department capable of superintending such a
project. Jesup, though, suggested sending Captain Samuel Spotts who was stationed at
Fortress Monroe in Norfolk, Virginia, if he could be freed from his existing work.66
Spotts evidently could not be dispensed with at Fortress Monroe, so the first officer
assigned to the project was Lieutenant Frederick L. Griffith of the Second Artillery
Regiment. The instructions given to Griffith called for construction to be performed in
sections and in as straight a line as possible. Any deviations from a straight line were to
be noted. Each section of the construction was to be let out for bid with no section to be
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more than ten miles long. Griffith had discretion to decide whether the bids were
reasonable and to throw out any bids he believed were too high. The bidding for small
sections rather than huge chunks allowed for more competition and gave people of
limited means a chance to bid on a section. Griffith also had the authority to inspect the
work and to annul a contract if he felt the contractor failed in performing the work, either
due to excessive time or poor quality. Under no circumstances, though, were any of the
contractors to be paid before their contract was fulfilled, inspected, and approved by
Griffith. Out of the original appropriation, $11,674 remained for completing the
construction, or as far as that amount would complete, so Griffith could not advance
money to his contractors. Griffith could, however, draw on $500 of the appropriation to
purchase a horse, saddle, and bridle for his use in superintending the construction as well
as a surveyor’s compass and chain, if he felt those would be necessary.67
The roadway was to be at least twenty-four feet wide throughout, with all the
timber, brushwood, and other obstacles removed. Any holes within the roadway were to
be filled with earth. The stumps left after clearing the roadway of trees were to be cut as
low to the ground as possible. Their height was not to exceed two-thirds of their diameter
and the stumps were to be hollowed in the center so that rain water would collect in them
and eventually rot them away; an effective, if slow acting, means of clearing these
obstacles from the roadway.68
The causeways, or embankments, built over marshy areas were made of poles or
split timbers, five to eight inches in diameter at their smaller ends, laid across the
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roadway side by side as tightly as possible. These timbers were to be eighteen feet across
the roadway and secured at each side by larger timbers, called riders, which were staked
down. If the causeway crossed an area that was drier than other areas, ditches four feet
wide and three feet deep were dug on either side of the roadway and the dirt from the
ditches was thrown on top of the road surface, causing the road to have a crown in the
center for water runoff. The dirt in the center was to be eighteen inches high and six
inches at the sides. If the areas causewayed were too swampy to dig ditches, the dirt had
to be brought in from somewhere else, but the crown height had to be maintained. If the
area crossed was over deeper standing water, open log bridges were to be built so the
water could flow freely through the structure. If the length of a causeway was longer than
seventy yards, it had to have an opening in the center of the distance or at the end of each
seventy yards of length. The openings at these points had to be twenty feet wide and
crossed by simple log bridges (see fig. 9).69
Watercourses—streams, branches, creeks, lagoons, and rivers—required bridging;
those less than ten feet across used simple log abutments for the floor beams to rest on,
while longer spans required trestling or arches, which were to be no more than fourteen
feet apart (see fig. 10). The main timbers of the trestles were to be at least twelve inches
square, squared and hewn, and if the uprights were over twenty feet in height from the
mudsill to the cap sill, the timbers were to be fourteen by sixteen inches, squared and
hewn. Mudsills were logs, no less than two feet in diameter, hewn on top and bottom
with the bark removed from the other sides, which rested directly on the bed of the
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Figure 9. Open log bridge (Reprinted from George A. Martin, Fences, Gates, and
Bridges: A Practical Manual (New York: O. Judd Co., 1887), 183).

Figure 10. Timber bridge with trestle uprights. (Reprint from Martin, Fences, Gates, &
Bridges, 181).
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watercourse, providing a solid foot for the bridge’s uprights. The mudsills were to extend
at least four feet beyond the exterior sides of the uprights.
Cap sills were timbers resting on top of the uprights as a bearing plate for the
floor beams to rest on. The mudsills and cap sills were joined to the uprights using
mortice and tenon joints with two pins through each joint and braced with five inch
timbers. The bracing timbers were also joined to the other members by mortice and tenon
joints and pins. The floor beams rested on the cap sills, one at each end of the cap sill and
one directly over each upright, then equidistant from each other between the outer floor
beams. Three inch thick sawn planks or three to five inch thick hewn puncheons floored
the longer framed bridges, while split or hewn puncheons of these same thicknesses could
be used on the shorter log bridges. The clear width of the bridges was to be twelve feet
wide, measured across the road from the ends of the cap sills. The flooring was also to be
pinned to the floor beams. As a finishing touch, the builders attached handrails to either
side of the bridges. Small streams which were never deep enough—even during high
water—to prevent carriages from traveling through them and that had sandy bottoms and
solid banks were dug down so the stream could be forded.70
After ice in the Ohio River forced him to travel overland through Ohio to
Louisville and then low water made him wait even longer, Griffith finally arrived in
Memphis in late February 1826. He had used the delay in Louisville to print handbills
inviting bid proposals at Memphis, but the weather was so bad no one could examine the
route the road would take. The Mississippi River threatened to flood, so Griffith believed
no work could have been performed from the Mississippi to the White River anyway.
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Still, he had some people in Memphis showing interest in possibly bidding, once the
weather improved.
The issuance of handbills only in Memphis also explained Woodruff’s
bewilderment when he first heard that an officer had been assigned to the project and was
in Memphis taking bid proposals. This information came to Woodruff through his
exchange with the Jackson Gazette of March 25, 1826. In that newspaper, the article
stated that Griffith had “commenced operations in regard to making contracts for cutting
out the road from Memphis to Little Rock,” with a March 15, 1826, deadline for entering
bid proposals. Woodruff could not understand how Griffith announced bidding, but gave
insufficient time for people in Arkansas Territory, and especially Little Rock, to respond.
Woodruff wondered if Griffith had even given a general notification of bidding in
Arkansas Territory. “Our present impression is,” according to Woodruff, “that his
(Griffith’s) notices have been principally confined to Memphis, and its vicinity.”71 This
slight to the people of Arkansas Territory spelled the beginning of the end of Griffith’s
road building career in Arkansas.
Woodruff lamented the fact that the people in Arkansas Territory had no
communication with Griffith and were completely left in the dark about what he was
doing or intended to do. The only information Little Rock received came by way of
exchange papers in West Tennessee, such as the Jackson Gazette. Even then, many times
those papers did not arrive in Little Rock. When sketchy news did arrive, speculation
developed over events while trying to fill in the gaps in the stories. Woodruff knew
stories circulated in the Jackson newspaper, but he could not fit the pieces together. As a
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result, Woodruff sent a letter to a friend living in Crittenden County, across the river from
Memphis, seeking information.72
The correspondent reported that even in Crittenden and Phillips counties, notice
of bidding on the road had been so short that few people had a chance to bid, let alone
obtain a contract. Griffith rejected all the Arkansas bids, which brought into question
Griffith’s feelings toward the people of Arkansas Territory. Then, he entered into private
contracts with Anderson Carr, Nathan Anderson, and William Irvine, all from Memphis,
for building the first sixty miles of the road from where the route left the Mississippi
River. The price contracted was $160 dollars per mile, with considerable deviations from
the original proposals submitted. The first four miles immediately above Memphis on the
west bank were contracted to Andrew Hunt, also of Tennessee. These first sixty-four
miles would open the road almost to Bayou de View commencing in September 1826 and
finishing in January 1827. In addition, the contracts for the first sixty-four miles
expended the entire appropriation, leaving over half of the road—including the most
difficult stretch along it—incomplete and requiring an additional appropriation to
complete the road.73
While no one would say positively that the contracts could have been awarded on
better terms, the people in Arkansas believed that had they been given the chance, they
could have made a better deal. Had they been given more courtesy by Griffith, been
given the chance to compete with the Tennesseans, and had Griffith acted “with less
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precipitation,” a larger proportion—if not the whole route—might have been under
contract for the same amount of money Griffith paid for only half of the project.
Woodruff questioned whether the funds had been “impartially” and “judiciously”
applied, especially for a road to be opened in Arkansas Territory, rather than award them
to citizens of a neighboring state whose interest in the road’s completion was less than
the people who would be directly benefited. Woodruff added that the people of the
territory were “very much dissatisfied” with Griffith’s management so far, and the
general consensus was that the project might have been “confided to much better
hands.”74 Whether Woodruff knew it or not at the time of writing his blistering article,
Griffith’s replacement had already been chosen by the War Department.
Lieutenant Charles Thomas, appointed assistant quartermaster on May 19, 1826,
relieved Griffith officially on May 24, 1826, but Thomas did not arrive at Memphis until
October 2, 1826.75 Already stationed in the territory at Fort Towson on the Red River,
Thomas had gained notoriety on the western frontier of the territory. Part of his duties at
Towson was as an express rider, carrying the mails from Towson to Hempstead Court
House. He hired horses locally for the trips and in late 1824 or early 1825, he had
“damaged” a horse owned by William Rose. Rose sued Thomas and was awarded a horse
belonging to Thomas in the settlement. On January 19, 1825, the horse had been taken by
the constable and stabled for the night at William Brice’s stables. Later that night, several
soldiers from Towson arrived at Brice’s, dragged several of the men living there outside
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and beat and whipped them. The soldiers then took Thomas’s horse and returned to the
fort with it, claiming it was “rescued” by orders of Major Alexander Cummings,
commanding officer at Fort Towson. The soldiers were arrested and tried impromptu by
two Justices of the Peace. Before the soldiers were convicted, a lieutenant and fifty
soldiers arrived, demanded the release of the prisoners, and returned with the prisoners to
Fort Towson. Cummings refused to give up the soldiers. This refusal created ill feelings
in the district and eventually the issue went to the territorial governor for recourse.76
In early 1826, Cummings brought charges against Thomas for some unknown
offense, but later rescinded those charges even though Cummings claimed Thomas had
“frequently committed acts, which met my disapprobation.” Thomas, he added, had
always “acknowledged his error, yet the repetition of the offence was calculated to
produce continual vexation on my part.” Thomas’s appointment to assistant
quartermaster and assignment to the opposite side of the territory may have been an effort
to remove a nuisance on Cummings’s part, or it may simply have been a convenient
coincidence.77
Once out on the job, Thomas found the contractors making slow progress. By
August, Hunt had started work on the first four miles and finished his contract in the first
part of September, while Carr, Irvine, and Anderson began work on September 4.78 Carr
finished his first fourteen miles from Memphis by November 11, and men traveling the
route to Little Rock claimed the work progressed well with nearly sixteen miles “nearly
76
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or quite completed.” When describing the roadway, the travelers described it almost
verbatim from the official specifications given for contract proposals. They claimed the
quality of the work was good.79 Out of seventeen men hired to work on the road, five to
eight of them were sick. Thomas urged the contractors to hire more men but “there was a
strong prejudice existing against working in the Mississippi Swamp” due to fear of
sickness, especially since about a third of the men were already sick. When cooler
weather arrived, it enabled the men to work.80 By then, though, the rains began and
prevented work on the numerous bridges and causeways. Carr, Irvine, and Anderson
proposed cutting and clearing the roadway for the remainder of their sixty miles without
ditching and causewaying through the winter, returning to those parts of the project later
in the next summer. The contractors cited the fact that the overflow would not recede
until late summer and the health conditions in the swamp were extremely poor during the
summer. Also, in the fall there was less water in the river bottoms, resulting in healthier
conditions. Thomas confirmed the contractors’ explanation to Jesup who agreed to an
extension of time for the contractors.81
By January 1827, Thomas was well aware that the commissioners had not
performed their job completely in surveying the route across the White River. He did not
believe the commissioners ever visited many of the locations they cited in their report as
suitable for river and stream crossings, since many of the areas were inundated several
months of the year. Thomas proposed running a different route from Bayou de View
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southwestward to cross the White River just below the junction of the White and Cache
Rivers, at present-day Clarendon. He estimated the increase in length of the road due to
the change would be about twelve miles, but the benefits gained by not having to cross
Bayou de View, Bayou Robe, and the Cache River offset the extended length. Reluctant
to continue without instruction from Washington, Thomas suspended letting new
contracts for finishing the remainder of the road into Little Rock. A bill for another
appropriation to complete the road passed through Congress on December 29, 1826,
amounting to $9,065. The project could not exceed this amount, because no additional
appropriations would be given for this road, according to Jesup. Economizing wherever
he could, both Thomas and Jesup hoped that the last stretch through prairies would
indeed prove to be less difficult than what had already been experienced building this
road.82 (see fig. 11).
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Figure 11. Lt. Charles Thomas’s proposed route change. Thomas to Jesup, January 17, 1827, Territorial Papers,
Vol. 20.

Frame bridges were required over Mound Bayou, Indian Camp, Mill seat Bayou,
Village Creek (twice), L’Anguille River; and three creeks in the forty-seventh, fifty-fifth,
and fifty-seventh miles. Construction of these bridges followed the instructions originally
given to Griffith. Thomas gave the contractors discretion on deciding the best types of
bridging over Shell Lake and Bivan’s Lake between Blackfish Bayou and the St. Francis
River. Between three and five hundred feet across, these last two lakes were never
fordable and required bridging. Contracts were let out for bridging on May 15, 1827.
Bids were also taken for completing the remainder of the road from the sixty-fourth
mile—the point of completion for the first appropriation—to Little Rock on August 1,
1827. This work followed the instructions given to Griffith with frame bridges required
over Bayou Robe, Wattensaw Bayou, Bayou of the Two Prairies, and Bayou Meteau.
Work near Bayou de View required some bridging and causewaying also.83
Although far from completion, travelers used the road during the summer of 1827.
Horses fared well on the new road but carriages could not travel the whole length until all
the bridges were finished. Memphis newspaper writers commented on the benefits the
United States government gained from completion of this road and the connecting roads
being completed on the Arkansas frontier from Little Rock to Fort Smith and Fort
Towson, and Little Rock to Fort Gibson on the Arkansas River at the Canadian River
west of Fort Smith. United States troops could speed to frontier posts in time of Indian
uprisings, and the roads encouraged emigration westward, especially to Texas and
Mexico. Travel westward also meant taking advantage of a new trade route to those two
regions by Southern and Western states, particularly trade with Santa Fe. As a sign of the
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confidence placed in this new road, a new stage route for mails from Nashville to
Memphis was to be opened on completion of the Memphis and Little Rock road. The
Postal Service planned for all Arkansas Territory mails to travel eastward on the new
road to Memphis.84
The work proceeded through the summer of 1827, when Thomas inspected the
commissioners’ route and his proposed altered route at the White River. At this point, the
contractor who had agreed to perform the clearing of the roadway, Green B. Lincecum,
refused to accept the alternate route unless Thomas received an official alteration from
Washington. Henry Conway supported Thomas’s opinion of changing the route, which
also coincided with the original route Anderson Carr thought was best and sparked the
original disagreement between Carr and the two Arkansas commissioners. The Secretary
of War issued authorization to alter the route as needed on October 4, 1827. Thomas
received the authorization to proceed with the altered route in November and on returning
to Memphis from Little Rock, a large group accompanied him, preferring the new road to
the old track they previously rode.85
Woodruff also supported Thomas and created a firestorm in the newspapers when
the Gazette published Thomas’s accusations that Paxton and Mathers had failed to survey
and mark the route through the swamps between Bayou de View and the White River.
Mathers attacked both Woodruff and Thomas, defending his planned route as following
the original instructions to keep the road on as straight a line as possible between Little
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Rock and Memphis. By diverting the road to the mouth of the Cache, it defeated the
original intent of the orders. Also, Thomas’s plan required a ferryman on call at all times
to cross the White River. Invariably, according to Mathers, travelers would have to yell
for the ferry since it always seemed to be on the bank opposite from the bank on which
the traveler stood.86
Thomas refuted Mathers’s argument stating that on his return to Little Rock,
Thomas and twenty-two horsemen crossed the White River with no problems—never
having to yell for the ferryman, who had already been living on the banks of the White
River for over a year. Houses had already been built on both sides of the White River at
the crossing location, and Thomas gave township and section numbers for each house
location as proof. Referring to the length of time since Mathers surveyed the route and
Mathers’s lengthy description of the terrain in the previous article, Thomas sarcastically
stated, “He (Mathers) will probably, at his leisure, give a detailed account of the whole
country, which he is in hopes will not change in appearance shortly, as much as it appears
to have within the last two years.” Thomas had the last shot since Mathers did not
respond further. Proposals for the new work were accepted on December 5, 1827.
Completion of the whole road was set for March 15, 1828.87
Thomas felt good about completing the road on schedule. Mid-December 1827
saw sixty-four miles of the road on the Memphis end complete, including bridges, and ten
miles of road from Little Rock were complete, as well as the bridge over Bayou Meteau.
Contractors busied themselves finishing their contracts through the prairie and bridging
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Bayou of Two Prairies. Further exploration proved that the White River bottoms were
three and one quarter miles across rather than the estimated four miles, or the ten miles
Mathers predicted. There were even travelers using the whole distance of road from
Memphis to Little Rock. Mostly horsemen traveled the road, but several wagons had
passed over the road from Memphis in the weeks during the fall season.
The weather turned dreadful in the fall of 1827 with rain and snow but did not
deter Thomas from completing his exploration of the new route to the White River. He
knew his reputation depended on being right about the new route and crossing at the
White. According to Woodruff, Thomas and his contractors surveyed the entire length of
road twice, with some areas being surveyed three or four times. Even though Thomas
discovered the change in route actually measured an additional sixteen miles, he felt
certain enough that money would be saved by the change to enable bridging all the
watercourses along the entire road that did not require ferries.88 Thomas anticipated the
end of the project. He had not anticipated nature’s cruelty, though.
The winter of 1827-1828 saw the worst flooding in memory in the Mississippi
River region to that time. The Memphis Advocate claimed the Mississippi River flood
waters rose four inches higher than ever remembered. The newspaper estimated that the
flood covered thirty miles across the flat Arkansas landscape. One Memphis newspaper
complained of delays in receiving their mails from the west. The newspaper cited the fact
that east Arkansas was so flooded that the Little Rock mail rider arrived at St. Francis but
turned around because he did not believe he would get through the Mississippi River
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bottoms. The post rider from Arkansas Post arrived at Memphis by steamboat but decided
to try the new road to William Strong’s stand on the bluffs of the St. Francis River. The
rider succeeded in arriving at Strong’s, but the waters continued to rise the whole time he
rode across the bottoms. The article held a dim view of the new road from Memphis to
Little Rock, since the rivers, bayous, and lakes were supposed to be passable at all times
by bridges or ferries but obviously were not. Politics entered into opinions on the road.
People who later became Whigs typically praised the improvement and Democrats
lambasted the expense of building a road through a swamp.89
As spring and summer advanced, the waters receded and marshy areas became
drier. Due to the rains and flooding, contractors fell behind in meeting their deadlines,
particularly William Strong, who had the contract to complete the road from mile sixtyfour near his stand on the St. Francis to the White River. Strong had two frame bridges to
build, but the creeks had not been within their banks since December so he planned to
finish the bridges in the coming fall. The contractors met delays along the whole route.90
In mid-May, Thomas arrived at Little Rock on the steamboat Facility from New Orleans.
He most likely went to New Orleans to withdraw money from the bank there in order to
pay off the contractors in Arkansas. He left Little Rock on May 19, 1828, traveling the
road he had supervised, inspecting it to the White River. By June 1, 1828, most of the
work had been completed on the road. Thomas felt so confident that the road would be
completed by the end of August that he requested a new posting, preferably in the North.
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The southern climate had played havoc with his health over the six years he served in the
Territory.
Promoted to captain in April 1833, Thomas remained an assistant quartermaster in
the territory at Fort Gibson until at least 1835. He served in the Mexican War, receiving a
brevet lieutenant colonel’s commission on May 30, 1848, for meritorious conduct while
serving in the enemy’s country. Thomas eventually served in the Civil War with the
Union army and rose to brevet major general for faithful meritorious and distinguished
service in the Quartermaster’s Department.91
With the departure of Thomas and the exhaustion of the appropriation money, the
first era of the Memphis to Little Rock road came to an end. The mail rider from
Memphis attempted to travel the road in June 1828, but he could not cross the White
River due to low water rather than high water. Evidently, the ferry was left high and dry
on the bank by the falling river level but the river was still too deep to ford. The first mail
rider on the new road to ride the entire distance arrived in Memphis on Sunday,
August 11, 1828, stating that the road was complete except for a few bridges. The rider
claimed the road provided good traveling and would stay that way until winter high
waters interrupted travel.
The Memphis Advocate proclaimed the road “to be as fine a road as anywhere
from July to December, passing through a portion of the finest lands in the Territory.”
The writer advised emigrants to leave Memphis no later than November 20 in order to
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miss the wet season. Wagons would not be able to travel the road after that, although
horses and light carriages might make it. The Advocate also noted that the mails during
the early fall of 1828 took only one week to arrive from Little Rock where they had
previously taken at least two weeks to arrive. Always, the fertility of the land between
Memphis and the St. Francis River received the most glowing remarks. And if the
previous stories failed to arouse the lust for new land and adventure, the Arkansas
Gazette published a letter from a citizen of Crittenden County that claimed emigration
across the Military Road swelled to four times the number of emigrants ever before seen
at that season. Wagons on the east bank at Memphis waited sometimes for days to cross
the Mississippi River by ferry. The correspondent learned from other parts of the country
that emigrants were interested in heading west to Arkansas, especially since the Cherokee
treaty had been signed opening up new lands for settlement.92 But this was only one part
of a growing system, which the military also helped create to the West.
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CHAPTER 5
EXPANDING THE ROAD NETWORK
While the Memphis to Little Rock Military Road was important, it was only one
part of the desired transportation network, and formed the backbone for the eastern half
of the territory. The underlying impetus for it was access to the public lands. Roads west
of Little Rock, built over different topographical conditions, benefited both the military
and westward venturing emigrants. The military and merchants at Fort Smith found that
the Arkansas River could not provide yearlong transportation, a dangerous situation in
time of Indian warfare when rapid reinforcement and re-supply could be critical. These
factors helped push the creation of the western backbone of the network during the
1820s.
As early as December 1819, Major William Bradford, commanding the troops at
Fort Smith, was ordered to mark and open a road from Fort Smith to Franklin, Missouri,
to improve communications between the frontier post and headquarters of the Ninth
Military Department at St. Louis. Franklin, today’s Pacific, was a town a few miles west
of St. Louis and “presumed to be the most favorable point to communicate with from Fort
Smith,” according to General Henry Atkinson, commander of the department. Atkinson
sought timely information from the frontier in order to make decisions for the disposition
of his forces, something he lacked by the mails that ran via the post office at Cadron. The
fact that the receiver of the land office, Thomas A. Smith, was also located at Franklin
probably influenced the eastern terminus as well. The resultant “road” consisted of
existing Indian trails that had long been used crossing the northern portion of Arkansas,
heading northeastward to St. Louis. Opening the road simply meant using soldiers to
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clear fallen timber from the most used paths. Road building provided a source of fatigue
duty for idle troopers who would otherwise find less desirable means to occupy their
time. While the Memphis and Little Rock road was opened by contract labor, several of
the early roads west of Little Rock were opened by army troops. Compensation for
working on road duty came in the form of fifteen cents and an extra gill of whiskey per
day while employed on projects lasting more than ten days. Crossing some of the
roughest terrain in the territory, the road was adequate for express riders on horseback,
but would not accommodate lumbering army supply wagons or westward-moving
emigrant families with all of their possessions and livestock.1
Established in 1817 at the junction of the Poteau and Arkansas rivers to keep the
peace between the Osage and Cherokees, and at the time the most remote outpost, Fort
Smith struggled to maintain its presence on the frontier. Bradford was replaced in
February 1822 by Colonel Matthew Arbuckle and Fort Smith became the headquarters of
the Seventh Infantry Regiment. Within a year of the regiment’s arrival on the Arkansas, it
faced several challenges. In December 1823, the low stage of the Arkansas River
prevented the re-supply or reinforcement of the post, with the river not expected to rise
before March or February of the next year which was about the time Arbuckle expected
the food supplies to run short. The loss of troopers due to the expiration of their
enlistments only worsened the situation. Conditions at the fort made retaining these men
in the service difficult, especially when it was likely they might die in that service from
the prevalent diseases causing even more attrition in the regiment. All of this was in the
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midst of potentially the worst Osage-Cherokee war the territory had yet faced. The Osage
were killing white hunters on the Red River and threatening more violence against other
whites on the frontier. Cherokees were dissatisfied with their reserve north of the
Arkansas River as being too hilly and rocky. Outrages by the Osage against Cherokees
added fuel to an already explosive situation. Arbuckle desperately needed relief at a time
when rapid river travel was unavailable.2
In the territorial elections in August 1823, Henry W. Conway was elected as
delegate to Congress, replacing James W. Bates. Before Conway left for Washington, the
territorial general assembly passed a memorial to be presented to the secretary of war
requesting that new army posts be established farther west, one at the mouth of the
Kiamichi River at the Red River, and another at the mouth of the Verdigris River at the
Arkansas River about eighty miles upriver from Fort Smith and fifty miles below the
Osage villages. The purpose for moving the garrisons farther west was to interdict hostile
Indians before they could reach established white settlements east of the newly proposed
territorial boundary located to the west of the old Osage line. Conway presented the
memorial to Calhoun in January 1824, and from there the plan filtered through the chain
of command to Major General Winfield Scott, commanding the western department. On
February 2, 1824, Arbuckle received orders to establish a post on the Kiamichi and to
relocate his command to a new post at the mouth of the Verdigris. Anxious to leave Fort
Smith, by February 9 the regiment had already abandoned the old garrison, sending the
heavy supplies by keelboats upriver, leaving most of the troop to accompany the wagons
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along a well-used Indian trail westward. A detachment remained at Fort Smith to guard
the few supplies that could not be carried at that time.3
Since the best locations along the banks of the Verdigris were occupied by
settlers, Indian traders, and fur trading establishments, Arbuckle decided to locate the
new post three miles up the Grand River on the east bank. Major Alexander Cummings
with a troop left Fort Smith at the same time as Arbuckle’s contingent and headed
overland to the southwest, where he joined with another group of soldiers coming from
Cantonment Jesup in Louisiana. This force then formed the new garrison on the Kiamichi
River. The Grand River post was given the name Cantonment Gibson, after the army’s
commissary general, Colonel George Gibson, and became the headquarters for all the
troops on the Southwest frontier, under the command of Arbuckle. Designated as
Cantonment Towson, the post on the Kiamichi was named in honor of General Nathan
Towson, the army’s paymaster general and a hero of the War of 1812. The presence of
the soldiers among the Indian settlements rather than on the territory’s fringe tended to
have a calming effect even though the garrisons remained undermanned for the job they
were expected to accomplish.4
Even after the Seventh Regiment abandoned Fort Smith, the old post retained
some importance as the practical head of steamboat transportation on the Arkansas River.
The first steamboat to navigate the river all the way to Fort Smith was the Robert
Thompson in mid-April 1822, towing a keelboat loaded with supplies for the army.
During the summer season that year, this steamboat made three passages to Fort Smith
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before low water forced all of the steamboats to halt travel on the upper reaches of the
Arkansas for the year. The first steamboat to reach Fort Gibson, the Spartan, made the
trip in May 1825, and only then because of an unusually high rise in the river level that
year. But the river could be very fickle, dropping the level sharply in a day, trapping the
boats on sandbars, sometimes for months. This meant that until the spring rise came only
slow keelboats—if the water level was still high enough—or wagons overland would be
able to keep the frontier posts supplied. The old Indian trails simply were not adequate to
meet these needs.5
With the move farther west by the army, settlers and traders already in the vicinity
of the new outpost looked to benefit from the military’s presence and the enhanced
communications it would bring with it. Territorial constituents convinced their delegate
to Congress that a better road was needed between Little Rock and the remote
Cantonment Gibson. Dutifully, Conway introduced a resolution in the House of
Representatives on December 26, 1824, to authorize the president to have a military and
post road surveyed and opened between these two locations. After making its way rather
easily through both houses of Congress, the bill was approved by Monroe on March 3,
1825. Under this act, the president was to appoint three commissioners to survey and
mark the best course for the road, recording the route on plats submitted to the War
Department. The construction of the road was to be carried out by available army troops,
or the completion of the road would be assisted by army personnel, leaving open the

5

Arkansas Gazette, April 9 and May 7, 1822; May 31 and July 5, 1825; and Herndon,
Annals of Arkansas, 379-380.

210

possibility of contracting the work but supervised by the army. Congress appropriated ten
thousand dollars for the expenses of surveying and opening the road.6
As with the Memphis to Little Rock road, three survey commissioners were
appointed for the project on Conway’s recommendation to James Barbour, the new
secretary of war, and also to the chief of engineers of the engineers department. Benjamin
Moore of Crawford County, Morgan Magness of Independence County, and Edward
McDonald of Lawrence County, all in Arkansas Territory, were recommended and
commissioned for the survey. By choosing three men from the territory, the project
avoided the rancor that followed the dispute between the commissioners on the Memphis
road survey. The team set out from Little Rock to begin its examination of the route in
mid-October 1825, then began the actual survey after reaching Cantonment Gibson,
working their way back towards Little Rock. Completing their task by mid-December,
they made their report to Barbour, while giving William Woodruff a condensed version
for publication in the newspaper. Woodruff was pleased to tell his readers that the
commissioners were “unanimously of opinion, that a good road can be obtained, and at a
trifling expense, considering its length and its great usefulness not only to the military but
to our citizens on our western frontier, on the route which they have selected.”7
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The route selected did not take as direct a path as the commissioners would have
liked, due to the “peculiar situation of the country” meaning attempting to follow the
Arkansas River valley and avoid the higher hills. From Cantonment Gibson, the
surveyors took nearly a straight southeast line across the rolling prairies, angling towards
the north bank of the Arkansas River, which they crossed at Fort Smith. Once on the
south side of the river, the route took advantage of the flat river valley as best it could,
then crossed back to the north side of the river at Dardanelle. The route then hugged the
north bank of the Arkansas as much as possible until arriving opposite Little Rock, where
crossing the river again completed the survey. Due to the less than straight path followed
to take advantage of the terrain, the entire route measured just over 208 miles.8
Of the twenty-two mentioned water courses crossed by the road, at least six
crossings required bridging. At Six Mile Creek, about thirty-four miles east of Fort
Smith, bridging was recommended but “a tolerable crossing” could be made across the
stream bed. Once on the north side of the Arkansas River, Point Remove Creek could
either be bridged at a cost of three hundred dollars, or ferried. The most costly bridge was
estimated to be four hundred dollars to bridge Cadron Creek, but at low water the
commissioners felt the stream could be forded. Unfortunately, a hill on the east side of
Cadron Creek required digging for three hundred yards, alleviating the grade down to the
stream, to make the crossing accessible for wagons. Not including the possible ferry at
Point Remove, five ferries were required, especially at the three Arkansas River
crossings. While no cost estimates were given for these ferries, the total estimated cost
for bridging along the length of the road came to $1,700, and could have gone up in price
8
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if Six Mile Creek was bridged. When it came to causeways required, the commissioners
were vague as to the lengths necessary, with only a few instances indicating that “some
causeways” would have to be built, with no cost estimate attached.9
Since none of the commissioners were surveyors, they “were under the
needcessity [sic] of employing Mr. Richardson,” who served in that capacity and hoped
that additional compensation from the government would pay his account. In fact, the
commissioners stated that their own compensation “would not be an inducement to leave
our home” had it not been their belief in the “great advantage to the remote country” the
road would make, and the “small cost and speedy accomplishment” would greatly benefit
them and the territory. This last statement spoke to the real inducement for leaving their
homes on this duty, and was evident in the condensed report given to Woodruff and
published in the newspaper. The several comments given in the newspaper account, such
as “the country is high, dry and gently rolling prairie, and land first quality,” or “the
bottoms are extensive, and land first quality” along with the constant description of the
types of timber encountered in the vicinity of each stream crossing read more like a real
estate prospectus than a survey report for a road project. These men were able to inspect
the public lands, determining the land that would bring the best sales, and all at the
government’s expense.10
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Figure 12. A segment showing Cantonment Gibson to Fort Smith, from the survey plat of the
road from Cantonment Gibson to Little Rock, made by Reuben Richardson for the
commissioners, submitted to the Secretary of War. (“Map, March 10, 1826.” Filed as RG77:
C.W.M.F. RDS 11 Flat). Courtesy of the Cartographic Division, National Archives, College
Park, Maryland.

Fort Smith

Little Rock

Figure 13. A segment from Point Remove Creek to Little Rock, from the survey plat of
the road from Cantonment Gibson to Little Rock, made by Reuben Richardson for the
commissioners, submitted to the Secretary of War. (“Map, March 10, 1826.” Filed as
RG77: C.W.M.F. RDS 11 Flat). Courtesy of the Cartographic Division, National
Archives, College Park, Maryland.

As with the Memphis to Little Rock road, the start of construction of the road
from Cantonment Gibson to Little Rock ran into delays. This time, the delay came from
the army, as Arbuckle ignored the road project while attempting to complete the
construction of the barracks, stockades, and other structures at Cantonment Gibson.
Stalling for time, Arbuckle provided several reasons for not beginning construction on
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the road: the lack of manpower to complete the post defenses and build a road while
anticipating a general Indian war on the frontier, the lack of an accompanying physician
for the road detachment since the only physician at the post was too ill to serve even the
men at the post, much less a road detail; and a lack of money, tents, and tools to open the
road. Noting that the post lacked sufficient tools to complete the construction of the
post’s defenses, Arbuckle anticipated that tools Quartermaster General Thomas Jesup had
ordered from New Orleans would fill all the regiment’s construction needs, but believed
it to be “indispensably necessary that the party Employed on the road, should be
accompanied by a Traveling Forge—as the labour required to complete a Road from this
post to the Little-Rock cannot, I am confident, be performed short of six or eight months
by one hundred men, well equipped for that service.”11
Arbuckle also complained of the route from Cantonment Gibson to Fort Smith
chosen by the commissioners, stating that “it would be but little better than a total loss of
labour, to open it on the route established by the Commissioners,” charges reminiscent of
those aimed at the Memphis to Little Rock road commissioners. Additionally, Arbuckle
sought to reduce the amount of time his men would be occupied on road construction by
requesting that only the Cantonment Gibson to Fort Smith leg be constructed by troopers,
and have the remaining portion of the road to Little Rock performed by private
contractors, under army supervision. Whether Arbuckle’s complaints were genuine or
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simply a delaying tactic, he gained support once Lieutenant James L. Dawson arrived on
the scene to superintend the project.12
Jesup had been directed to appoint an officer to superintend the road project,
supplying him with the field notes and plat. Dawson was selected, probably since he had
already spent time on the Arkansas frontier and was familiar with the area. After being
delayed on his journey from Washington, D.C., by low water in the Ohio River, Dawson
finally arrived at Cantonment Gibson on November 6, 1826. In the interim period
between Arbuckle’s receipt of orders in May and the arrival of Dawson in November,
Arbuckle suggested Captain John Philbrick to Jesup as the best qualified officer in his
command to superintend building the road once it started, and sent Philbrick to
Washington for his instructions since he was due a furlough anyway.13
Having been at Cantonment Gibson over a week before writing his first report to
Jesup, Dawson had plenty of time to be influenced by Arbuckle concerning the road
plans. According to Dawson, a shorter route could be made between the post and Fort
Smith, and from that point a road had already been opened to Crawford County court
house, suitable for military expresses meaning the Fort Smith to Franklin, Missouri, road.
Also, Dawson claimed the white population had grown dense enough between Crawford
court house and Little Rock that it “forbids the idea of that Section of the Country
becoming the theatre of War, in Case of difficulties with the Indians, in which case only
would the Troops have occasion for the road, Should it be opened.” In Dawson’s opinion,
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the Arkansas River remained high enough year-round to allow keelboats to transport
supplies from Little Rock to Fort Smith, negating the need by the military for a road
between the two points. In criticizing the route the commissioners chose west of Fort
Smith, Dawson claimed that it was ten miles longer than necessary and crossed
“exceedingly rough Country, and Crosses all the Water Courses So Near their outlets, as
not to admit their being forded in Wet Seasons.” All of these reasons placed Dawson in a
dilemma; he was not able to deviate from his instructions, but was reluctant to begin the
project as it was planned. Until he received further instructions from Jesup, he delayed
the work.14
Admittedly, the commissioners were not surveyors, as they claimed, but they did
understand the quality of land. The alluvial soils near the rivers were the more valuable
lands, suitable for cotton cultivation, while the lands farther upstream on the watercourses
favored subsistence farming. Since more emigrants were making their way westward by
wagon and driving their livestock ahead of them, the commissioners could suggest the
best lands to their friends. Before the end of the first session of the nineteenth Congress, a
law was passed extending the land districts to the western boundary of the territory.
Conway unsuccessfully tried to have a new land office opened at Crawford court house,
but Lovely’s Purchase was finally opened to white settlement “and we shall have the
satisfaction of seeing a part of it surveyed immediately, and offered for sale in the course
of the next year.” The road west was to aid these new emigrants and potential land
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purchasers into this northwest corner of the territory, with the help of the national
government through its use of the army to furnish the way.15
While the Cantonment Gibson to Little Rock road languished through 1826, a
third military road appropriation bill made its way through the halls of Congress, but this
time the military instigated the demand for this road on the frontier. In his annual report
to Barbour, who included the information in his own annual report to Congress on
December 6, 1825, Jesup stated that a road was required from Natchitoches to Fort
Towson on the Red River, continuing on to Fort Gibson on the Arkansas. Since
Natchitoches represented the practical head of navigation on the Red River due to the
obstruction of the raft, Towson remained out of communication with the eastern
settlements, and none of the posts had linking communication north or south; a serious
situation imperiling these important outposts on the southwestern frontier. For Jesup, the
removal of the Red River Raft remained a more important objective, but he believed that
“a good road could be made by the troops at a trifling expense,” indicating that he had
never experienced the mountainous terrain between Towson and Gibson, as had Thomas
Nuttal a few years before.16
The resolution for an appropriation for this road was promptly introduced in the
House by Conway on December 29, 1825, and was recommended to the whole House by
the Committee on Military Affairs on February 8, 1826. An appropriation of fifteen
thousand dollars to survey and open the road from Cantonment Gibson to Cantonment
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Towson, and then to Natchitoches was recommended by the bill. Unfortunately, the issue
did not return for discussion in the House until May 18, and during that length of time,
Conway decided to amend the bill to have Fort Smith designated the origin point for the
road, rather than Cantonment Gibson. The bill passed as amended but ultimately was
buried in the Senate, which adjourned without passing the bill. According to Conway, the
reason the bill stalled in the Senate was that an attempt to attach a proposed forty-five
thousand dollar sum for the repair of the Cumberland Road to this bill—a tactic
attempted with several bills to appropriate money for the National Road—found the bill
“laid on the table” to keep it from coming to a vote with the attachment.17
By December 1826, Arkansas Territory supposedly had two major road projects
underway linking the settlements east of the Mississippi River to the remote outposts on
the frontier, with the hopes of having a third road project given an appropriation in the
next session of Congress. But Conway became keenly aware that construction had stalled
or never begun on the two roads that had already been funded by Congress and he wanted
explanations. When Congress reconvened in December, Conway introduced a resolution
in the House seeking information from President Adams as to what, if anything, had been
done on constructing the Fort Gibson to Little Rock road. Adams responded on
December 22, 1826, with a report from Jesup via Barbour, explaining the preparations
that had taken place to start the work, but ultimately leveled the blame at Arbuckle, who
still had the garrison structures to complete before he could spare men for road
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construction. In return, Arbuckle claimed the delay resulted from not receiving
permission from Jesup to deviate from the instructions as requested. Arbuckle also
reiterated the claim that the segment of the road between Fort Smith and Little Rock had
little interest for the military as he had been “apprized it would be most acceptable to the
Citizens to have the remainder of the way opened by contract,” a change which also
required Jesup’s and Barbour’s approval. But by opening the road to contractors,
Arbuckle would drastically reduce the time his men were dedicated to this duty.18
By late January 1827, Jesup had received Dawson’s suggestions for the Fort
Gibson to Little Rock road, and informed him the road as far as Fort Smith would be
completed by troopers, and by the time he finished that segment the decision would have
been made on whether to finish the rest of the road by troops or by contract. Before
receiving this news from Washington, Dawson surveyed a shorter route between Forts
Gibson and Smith, submitting the survey plat to Jesup in mid-December 1826. In March
1827, Dawson was notified that the secretary of war had approved this route alteration
and was to begin construction. Since the remaining appropriation for the total road came
to only seven thousand dollars, Jesup felt the amount was insufficient to complete the
road, much less have it partially opened by contract. To determine whether this was the
case or not, Jesup directed Dawson to seek contract bid proposals for the segment
between Fort Smith and Little Rock. If the bid amounts, after considering the amount for
opening the Fort Gibson to Fort Smith segment, did not exceed the appropriation, then
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the eastern segment could be opened by contract. Otherwise, the entire route had to be
constructed by army labor. But in his instructions for bidders given to Dawson, Jesup
stressed that the work to be done was to be described “as minutely as practicable” so
there could be no misconceptions by the bidders later. Also, the contracts had to be
accompanied with bonds and good security to insure the contractors’ ability to perform
the job. Then, to make sure the government received what they were paying for, no one
would be paid until the work had been inspected and certified to conform in all respects
to the contracts.19
While the army may have abandoned Fort Smith for new outposts farther west,
the old location remained important as a trading post. Arbuckle realized its future
importance as a supply depot for the anticipated southeastern Indians who would soon be
migrating westward. Already, a group of Choctaws had arrived at Fort Smith in 1826,
where Major William L. McClellan, the appointed agent for the western Choctaws, had
established his agency. When he arrived at the old post, McClellan found the buildings
dilapidated, and decided to build new buildings about seven miles upriver from Fort
Smith. To accommodate emigrating Choctaws, McClellan began running a ferry across
the Arkansas River with Peter Folsom, a mixed race Choctaw, in charge of its operation.
John Nicks and John Rogers, partners in the private trading post at Fort Smith, had taken
over the public buildings as their own including the existing public ferry, now in
competition with Folsom’s ferry. In addition to his road-building duties, Arbuckle
ordered Dawson to sort the brewing situation out and to prepare the public buildings,
“which will be found of much importance should the Indians on the East of the
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Mississippi remove to this quarter” especially since the government would have to
furnish them with provisions for some time, and “the Storehouse at Fort Smith will be
found very conveniently situated for the reception of their supplies.” Thus the lieutenant
found his life becoming more complicated on the frontier, but soon his life became even
busier.20
On December 7, 1826, Henry Conway entered a resolution to the House of
Representatives for a second appropriation to complete the Memphis and Little Rock
road, already under construction. This bill passed the House and was sent to the Senate
for its concurrence. In the Senate, this measure appeared to find no objections, but while
considering this bill the Senate decided to return to the bill for the Fort Smith to Fort
Towson and Natchitoches road, held over from the previous session of Congress. In the
first debate on this road on January 5, 1827, John Chandler of Maine found that the
appropriation requested had grown by six thousand dollars from its original fifteen
thousand to twenty-one thousand dollars, questioning the justification of the increase.
William Hendricks of Indiana, who reported the bill out of committee, and Thomas Hart
Benton of Missouri, came to the support of the bill. Benton stated that the bill was based
on “just and equitable principles,” claiming that the road ran entirely through public lands
held exclusively by the United States, and without such a road the lands would not be
settled. According to Benton, as the owner of the lands, as would be any private
landholder, it was the government’s duty to provide access to those lands, as had been
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sanctioned by Congress in other cases. Unfortunately, the rest of the Senate did not agree
with the logic on this reading of the bill.21
The road was not dead, though. On January 30, 1827, John Eaton of Tennessee,
who had voted against the bill before, brought the subject before the Senate again, saying
that he had objected to the bill because the road would run partially through the state of
Louisiana; but he had become aware that all of the lands, including those in Louisiana,
were entirely wilderness belonging to the United States, and the road was essential to that
part of the Union. The opposition attacked the road with arguments of a practical nature.
Samuel Smith of Maryland questioned whether the road would run through a prairie, and
if so, would the road receive enough travelers to keep the grass beat down once it had
been “mowed?” He objected to the fact that within a few years the roadway would be lost
to the prairie grasses or forest trees and would have to be cleared again later, costing
more money. Chandler objected on similar reasons, claiming that roads built through
wilderness “became very soon useless” unless continually used. Besides, he stated, the
fact that the road passed through lands of the United States did not alter his objections to
the principle of constructing the road through a state, any state.22
The supporters of the road hammered home their argument that this was a
“military” road, built by soldiers to serve the purposes of the army on the frontier. The
small amount of the appropriation was because the major expense of building the road
covered the additional fatigue pay to the soldiers who had to defray the cost of clothing
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worn out under such duties. According to William Henry Harrison of Ohio, the road was
a “mere military road, and was to be made in the same manner as roads were made in
time of war,” implying that the road would not be much use for citizens with their loaded
wagons. Hendricks agreed with Harrison, claiming that the road “was by no means the
same as a road made for the benefit of the citizens of the State,” addressing the fact that
the road ran through part of Louisiana, “but a military work, such as was necessary,
whether during peace or war.” Both Hendricks and Benton concluded with the fact that
the road was essential for the existence of the two forts named in the bill, as well as to
connect the people on the Arkansas River with those on the Red River without having to
travel a circuitous route by way of the Mississippi River to do it. “If a road was not
made,” Hendricks stated, “the best course would be to withdraw the military posts from
the frontier.”23
The bill was destined to suffer another defeat after this debate. But it was not
alone; other road projects in other territories also struggled to gain passage, such as a road
in Michigan Territory from Detroit to Chicago. The arguments ran in the same vein, but
the supporters brought another point to bear, which spoke to the sectional rifts beginning
to appear in Congressional debate. “The People of the West” paid more into the national
treasury proportionally than any other section, according to Benton, “For, in the Western
country, the taxes were far more burthensome, and their contributions to the revenue of
the United States far greater, in proportion, than those of the Atlantic States. Nor ought
they to be deprived of their share of the public expenditures.” John Holmes of Maine
countered that the revenue gained from the “Western People” was in the form of land
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sales, not from taxation, indicating an unwillingness by Holmes and others from the more
populated East to equate the revenues from land sales in cash poor but land rich states
and territories with the tariffs on imported goods. Even so, claimed Holmes, the treasury
had been depleted and no funds were available for such projects. “The truth was, that the
Middle States had swallowed all the treasure of which we were formerly so lavish; and
now the extremities were to be left destitute,” meaning the West and his own state of
Maine.24
Hendricks had not given up on the Fort Smith to Fort Towson road, though. Since
the bill to appropriate funds for the Memphis to Little Rock road still had to pass a
second reading on February 1, 1827, Hendricks offered an amendment to this bill,
attaching the Fort Smith to Fort Towson road and eliminating the portion from the
Louisiana border to Natchitoches. As amended the bill passed the Senate the next day,
adding the wording to the original bill, “and for other purposes,” and passed the House on
March 2. As approved, the appropriation for the Fort Smith to Fort Towson road had
been whittled down to only twelve thousand dollars, and the road was to terminate on
Louisiana’s northern border, along the highlands between the Ouachita and Red rivers “in
the direction of Natchitoches, Louisiana,” leaving the door open to possibly continue the
road to its originally planned destination. Ironically, the one road project in the territory
desired for purely military reasons had a more contentious time in Congress than the
other “military” roads, sought more for their access to the public lands than defending the
frontier.25
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By March 21, 1827, Barbour directed Major General Jacob Brown, the general in
chief, to issue the necessary orders for detailing troops at the most convenient posts to
construct the military roads ordered by Congress. These roads included completion of the
Memphis to Little Rock road and the road from Fort Smith to Fort Towson and the border
of Louisiana, and continuing the road on to Natchitoches. The adjutant general also
instructed Major Alexander Cummings at Fort Towson to employ his troops in
“judiciously constructing a Military road” from his post to a point on the military road
under construction from Fort Gibson to Fort Smith; the exact route left to Cumming’s
discretion. Lieutenant Colonel James Many, commanding Fort Jesup, was instructed to
deploy a detachment to open the road between Natchitoches and Fort Towson. At the
same time, Arbuckle was “required to resume the construction of the Military Way” from
Fort Gibson to Little Rock, an impossible feat since he had never commenced with the
construction of that road.26
An assistant quartermaster in the frontier service had to be able to take on any
duty given to him, and to spread himself as thinly as possible in performing those duties.
Lieutenant Dawson was no exception. Although Cummings was responsible for the
building of the Fort Towson to Fort Smith road, the actual examining, surveying, and
marking the route fell to Dawson at the same time that he was also due to go to Little
Rock to place bid proposal advertisements in the Little Rock newspaper. “As the route is
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short and the country of a favorable character for such operations,” the leaders in
Washington, D.C., felt that Dawson could easily find the time to conduct the survey and
still carry out his original duties. No one evidently studied a map of the region to see that
Dawson had to travel over two hundred miles from Fort Gibson to Little Rock, then back
again to start the survey of the Fort Smith to Fort Towson road, a distance of another one
hundred miles, then back to Little Rock to accept the bids for the first road.27
The survey of the Natchitoches to Fort Towson route fell to Lieutenant Francis
Lee, assistant quartermaster at Fort Jesup in Natchitoches. His original orders of March
30, 1827, had been similar to Dawson’s with the exception of the admonishment to be
extremely careful not to exceed the designated midpoint of this route, meaning the
Arkansas-Louisiana border, as the act creating this road had been specific on this point.
But on March 31, Jesup superseded those instructions and ordered Lee to continue the
road from Natchitoches to Fort Towson, as the War Department decided that “to fulfill its
objects in a military view,” the road should be completed between the two posts.28
Lee acknowledged the receipt of his instructions on May 17, 1827, and began the
survey as soon as instruments arrived that had been ordered from New Orleans. Taking
six weeks to conduct the survey, Lee and his small detail “suffered much from the
extreme heat of the season, annoyance of insects, poisonous weeds, etc.,” completing the
survey by June 20, 1827, and Many employed his full force on opening the road, delaying
only long enough for tents for the men to arrive. The promptness Many, Lee, and the Fort
Jesup command exhibited in addressing this project resulted in the road being completed
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by March 15, 1828; almost exactly one year from the time Jesup first ordered the work to
commence. The more fascinating fact about this accomplishment was that of all the
military roads appropriated during the 1820s in the territory, or closely associated to the
territory such as the Natchitoches to Fort Towson road, this road measured 320 miles,
over twice as long as the next longest road, but completed in the shortest time. One
reason for the quickness in finishing this project was that the road did not actually meet
the requirements specified, as travelers on the road in December 1827 noted that the
workers had “taken great pains in bridging the creeks and bayous, but have not opened it
very wide.”29
The other roads west of Little Rock still met their share of delays, although
Dawson worked hard to meet the demands placed on him. Unfortunately, he dealt with a
commanding officer, Arbuckle, who continued to show that road construction was not the
highest of his priorities. The Arkansas Gazette of April 10, 1827, noted that Arbuckle had
been ordered by the adjutant general to commence the opening of the road from Fort
Gibson to Little Rock “without delay,” and to assign fifty men to the duty, beginning by
April 1. Since erection of the barracks and quarters at Fort Gibson had reached a state of
completion, which Arbuckle had claimed caused the long delay, it was assumed that
Arbuckle could detach these men for the road project. But Arbuckle delayed yet again,
claiming that he was shorthanded since one company of troops was reconnoitering the
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country between Fort Gibson and the Red River and the remaining troops were still busy
with construction on the garrison.30
The garrison work may have been just another delaying tactic by Arbuckle, but
events on the frontier justified the absence of a company at that time. In early May 1827,
Major Cummings and settlers along the western frontier from the Red River northward to
the Grand River in the Fort Gibson area reported hostile conditions among the Indians,
with depredations committed against some of the hunters and settlers. These hostilities
were mostly between the Osage and the Cherokee, but had been instigated by a renegade
Cherokee chief, who the whites called “the Dutch.” Dutch led a mixed band of Cherokee,
Delaware, and Kickapoo renegades who had formed a village on the Mexican side of the
Red River but conducted their operations of horse-stealing, robbery, and murder all along
the southwestern frontier. The Osage blamed the whole Cherokee nation for Dutch’s
actions, causing retaliation from both sides. The white settlers were caught in the middle.
While these events justified the delays to road-building that Arbuckle claimed, they also
proved the demand for better roads to allow quick movement by the troops for protection
along the frontier.31
By early June 1827, work on the Fort Gibson to Fort Smith road had finally
begun. Because supervising the construction of the road from Fort Smith to Little Rock
and surveying the route to Fort Towson occupied Lieutenant Dawson’s time, Arbuckle
assigned the road detachment to Captain Pierce Butler, with fifty-five men under his
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command. The expected completion date was to be late June or early July 1827, an
improbable expectation on Arbuckle’s part. Since the road needed to be finished quickly,
Arbuckle thought it “necessary that the work should be executed under the order of an
Officer of Suitable experience,” implying that the young quartermaster would not
demand the respect and authority of an infantry captain, used to pushing men to hard
work. But opening roads was the responsibility of the quartermaster department, and
other officers were reluctant to perform this service. Assignment to such duty deprived
line officers of commanding their own men, often for several months. Every slacker and
misfit on the post would make up such a fatigue detail; and since the officers were not
part of the quartermaster department, they were not given extra compensation or the
credit for performing such an odious duty. In pleading Butler’s case for extra
compensation, Arbuckle argued that in projects conducted by the quartermaster
department, its quartermasters “should in all Cases have the command of Detachments
from the Army employed in opening Roads; or that they should have no concern with the
Service, except to furnish the necessary Transportation, Tools etc.”32
While futilely seeking the extra compensation, Butler performed his duty and saw
the road completed to Fort Smith, returning to Fort Gibson in September 1827 and
missing the predicted July completion. The remaining twenty-six miles of road east of
Fort Smith assigned to the army to construct was completed by Captain Nathaniel
Wilkinson with a detachment of about forty men in December 1827 and had returned to
Fort Gibson by February 1828. A fifteen mile segment of road heading eastward out of
Fort Smith had already been opened by the citizens of Crawford county before the
32
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military commenced its work, and combined with the fifty-six miles between Fort Gibson
and Fort Smith, army labor actually constructed about eighty-two miles of this road,
leaving 111 miles to the private contractors under Dawson’s supervision to complete,
hopefully by the end of 1828. The road between the two forts already drew praise from
travelers, and the road was finished none too soon, as the emigrating Creek were already
sending delegations to Fort Gibson, exploring the region around the fort for its suitability
for the nation’s removal to the West. The road would become an important transportation
route in the removal of eastern Indians, disembarking from steamboats at Fort Smith and
finishing the journey to their new destinations overland.33
The task for Dawson was to oversee the completion of this road to Little Rock by
the contractors. He arrived in Little Rock in late June 1827 and placed an advertisement
in the July 3, 1827, edition of the Arkansas Gazette inviting bid proposals for the road
construction. Historian S. Charles Bolton described an Arkansas cotton market that had
been booming in 1825. But in 1827, the market had slumped due to low cotton prices. In
Woodruff’s editorial notice of the advertisement, he noted that the project had been
divided into small five-mile sections, which allowed “almost every person in the country
to participate in the disbursements to be made in constructing it, which will have a very
happy influence in relieving many of our citizens from their pecuniary embarrassments,
occasioned by the low price of cotton, and the consequent scarcity of money.” Of course,
Woodruff did not mean anyone could take advantage of bidding, only those with a ready
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labor force, idle unless given something productive to do. Local planters had such a force
in slaves.34
The instructions for bidders and the road’s specifications were similar to those for
the Memphis to Little Rock road, with the exception that no bridging was included in the
bidding. Jesup had concluded that the appropriation would not be sufficient for that work,
and Dawson’s examination of the commissioner’s route gave reason to believe that
watercourse crossings could all be either by fording or using ferries. Causeways were to
be corduroyed, and the roadbed was to be cut a full sixteen feet wide the entire length. No
contractor would be paid in advance for any section; only when the inspector certified
that the work met the contract conditions. Contractors risked having the contract annulled
for non-performance during the project if the inspector believed the work did not meet
the contract specifications and the contractor refused to comply. This condition made it
important that bidders supply a bond with two named securities, guaranteeing double the
contract amount. The deadline for completion of the contracted work was December 31,
1827, with bids due back to Dawson by August 6.35
Seven contracts were awarded, mostly to Pulaski county citizens, with others
living as far away as Randolph county in the northeast corner of the territory. James G.
Russell received the contract for the largest length of road of seven sections, or thirty-five
miles, but had the contract annulled for non-performance and given to Joseph Henderson,
who already held the contract for the first three sections. The total estimated cost of the
road came to $7,346, and while not included in the work, an estimate was made for the
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bridging that would have been required, which totaled $4,900. Combined, the sum would
have exceeded the appropriation but Dawson offered this amount in the event of the army
seeking a future appropriation. Now that the contracts were made and the work
commenced, Dawson left Little Rock on August 14 and arrived at Fort Gibson on
August 28. He promised Jesup that he would begin the survey of the Fort Smith to Fort
Towson road by October 1, anticipating completion of that task by November 10.36
Unfortunately, Dawson’s schedule did not fit with Jesup’s timeframe for needed
information for his annual report to the secretary of war for inclusion in the War
Department’s annual report to Congress. Jesup’s embarrassment at not having the
information in time resulted in a scathing admonition to Dawson for not performing the
Fort Smith to Fort Towson survey earlier, and submitting his quarterly reports to the
department late. Easing into the matter by giving Dawson credit for his performance in
contracting the Little Rock to Fort Smith road, Jesup questioned the fact that Dawson
remained in Little Rock for two months, while waiting for the bidders to return their
proposals, time in which he could have made the survey to Fort Towson and returned to
open the proposals. Also, Dawson had informed Jesup on May 19, 1827, that he would
begin the survey by August 1, a date Jesup felt was already unjustifiably late; but
Dawson’s letter of August 28 informed Jesup that the survey would not begin until
October 1. “Had I been apprised, that your other engagements would not permit you to
accomplish this survey sooner,” meaning in time to include it in Jesup’s Congressional
report, “the duty would have been assigned to other hands—but you have mentioned the
subject but twice in your correspondence with the office, and these at intervals of near
36
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four months.” The delayed survey also meant that Major Cummings’ men at Fort Towson
could not commence work on the road northward, which placed Jesup in a tight situation
with Congress. He continued by stating that Dawson seemed “not to be sufficiently
impressed with the propriety of keeping me fully apprised of your operations…though
you were engaged on a duty, in respect to which, you must have been aware, more than
ordinary interest was felt.” Jesup ended his tirade by warning Dawson that “I trust you
will not fail to profit by these admonitions, and spare me in future, the unpleasant task of
repeating them.”37
In his report to Barbour, Jesup covered the lack of information on the Fort Smith
to Fort Towson road by stating that Dawson’s engagements on the Fort Gibson to Little
Rock road had prevented the survey on the former road from commencing until the first
of October. But he also stated that the survey was probably already completed and the
roadway marked, and that the troops were ready to start work on the road by early
November, a fact that Jesup had no clue as to its accuracy.38
As it turned out, Jesup was at least a month off in his assumptions. On his
examination trip south to the Red River, Dawson suffered a severe attack of “bilious
fever” and subsequent bouts of “ague and fever,” which delayed the completion of his
survey and report for at least a month. His plat and report on the survey were submitted to
Jesup on December 3, 1827. In his attempt to clear his reputation with Jesup and explain
the tardiness in performing his duties, Dawson claimed that he took charge of the army
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road detail on May 28, accompanied by a young, fresh-from-West Point lieutenant, which
Dawson was reluctant to leave in charge of the detail until relieved by Captain Butler on
June 5. It should be noted here that of all the military officers encountered in this
dissertation, Dawson was the only one who was not a West Point graduate, entering the
military as a third lieutenant rather than the normal second lieutenant as a graduating
cadet would have.39
Dawson pointed out that he believed the commencement of the work by the
contractors on the Little Rock to Fort Smith road claimed the higher priority and that
Jesup would have wanted information on its progress for his report to Congress. Several
of the contractors were remote from Little Rock and nearly illiterate, causing Dawson to
go to their homes to meet personally with the men acting as security for the contractors,
pushing his time in the Little Rock area to six weeks rather than the one month he had
planned. Dawson then attempted to give Jesup a geography lesson by dispelling the idea
that the western portion of Arkansas Territory was easily traversed. The triangle formed
by the distances between Forts Towson and Gibson, to Little Rock, measured “in all 460
or 560 miles to be traveled and a portion of 120 miles to be Surveyed in one month—
This Sir was impossible, and I must have neglected one object or the other.” Dawson
claimed that “I Certainly have never seen a more rugged Country—more broken by
mountains & Hills, obstructed by thickets, ravines & Water Courses & requiring the most
39
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Scrutinous [sic] examination for the Selection of a Road.” The country over which the
survey had to run was “very difficult to Survey, being so thickly Covered with
undergrowth, Briar thickets and other tedious obstructions—Had I not provided myself
with a Hunter who had lived 10 years in the Country…I could not have Completed my
Survey in less than 2 months.” His last argument in his defense was a comparison of
Lieutenant Lee’s survey conditions with his own, where Lee was assisted by one of the
best surveyors in the region over a relatively level route. Dawson, sick and inexperienced
in surveying, was unaided except by a guide, over such rough country as he described
and performed his survey in less than a month, where Lee took two. Normally, in this age
of a strict honor code, comparisons in this fashion would have been considered
distasteful. But in this case, Dawson felt justified by Jesup’s attack to resort to such
means. Whether this episode had any bearing on Dawson’s future in the army or not, it
may be indicative of the fact that he also served the shortest time in the military of any of
the other mentioned officers, resigning his commission in December 1835.40
In the information Dawson supplied to Woodruff of the Gazette for publication,
he repeated the description of the route between Fort Smith and Fort Towson as too
rugged and mountainous to be conducive to making a wagon road on it. He was of the
opinion that no good wagon road could be opened along the line between these two
terminus points. His suggestion, which echoed that of Arbuckle’s, was to move the route
westward and change the northern terminus to Fort Gibson instead of Fort Smith. The
124 mile route surveyed by Dawson was going to cost more than the current
appropriation would cover, and the sparse population along the route did not justify the
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government expense. Better and quicker communication between the two military posts
could be made by relocating the route to the west. These were bold claims to be
published when Conway had instigated the change to Fort Smith in Congress. Dawson
failed to see the growing influence of the Belle Point merchants and landholders, such as
John Rogers and John Nicks, whose merchant firm of Nicks and Rogers had taken over
the abandoned government buildings at Fort Smith and held landholdings adjacent to and
around the old fort. Relocating the road away from Fort Smith would spoil their
commercial interests. The route would not change.41
Due to the annulment of the Russell contract, the Fort Gibson to Little Rock road
took longer to complete than anticipated since a new contract had to be granted for the
thirty-five miles not completed with the other sections. Dawson promised in January
1828 that the road would be completed by April 30 of that year, and with the exception of
subsequent necessary repairs, this date was met. The Fort Towson to Fort Smith road met
a worse fate and was eventually abandoned, fulfilling Dawson’s prediction.42
As early as November 1827, Cummings, in command at Fort Towson,
complained that even when the survey was completed for the road to Fort Smith from his
post, very little work could be done on it unless his command was increased, since his
force was too small to be divided between frontier patrols and road construction.
Arbuckle also voiced his objections to the road by arguing with Jesup that the road
should be to Fort Gibson, not Fort Smith, due to the difficulty of the terrain between the
two locations. Jesup rejected the idea of a change in the route since the road had been
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established by Congress and the War Department lacked the authority to alter it. Besides,
“the object of the Delegate from Arkansas,” according to Jesup, was not only to form a
line of communication between the two frontier posts, “but also a direct Communication
from the centre of the Territory to an exposed and important point, by means of which the
Militia of the Territory might be able to penetrate the Indian Country,” and assist in the
protection of the frontier inhabitants. By this rejection of any arguments to the contrary,
Washington officials bowed to the demands of Congressional leaders, who were
themselves influenced by speculative forces back home, regardless of the impracticality
of those demands.43
Around the beginning of the January 1828, Cummings committed a detail to
commence the work on the road from Fort Towson to Fort Smith. Lieutenant William
Colquhoun, commanding Company I of the Seventh Regiment at Fort Towson, led this
detachment. Following the route marked by Dawson, the detail cutting the road met
hardships that inhibited much progress. The inclemency of the winter weather, the
prevalence of hostile Indians lingering in the area, and the small number of troops at
Towson to assign to the project forced Colquhoun to abandon the effort after opening
only thirteen miles of the road. While Colquhoun proudly proclaimed those thirteen miles
suitable for wagons and “in every respect a good road,” he also condemned the whole
project since “the utility of the road is not seen by those acquainted in the country as
there is not a single inhabitant from Fort Towson to Fort Smith.” This was probably the
most honest statement anyone involved in building these military roads ever made. By
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October 1828, both Cummings and Colquhoun had been transferred to other posts and
this road project would not be revisited for at least another six years.44
Jesup’s annual report to the secretary of war in November 1828 indicated that the
route all the way from the west bank of the Mississippi River opposite Memphis to Fort
Gibson, via Little Rock, was complete. Only the road to Fort Towson from Fort Smith
remained unfinished, but the road from Natchitoches to Fort Towson was opened and
ready for travel. The completion of these roads accommodated emigrants, both white and
Native American, heading west to new lands on the frontier.45
The year 1828 proved to be a pivotal period in the territory’s history, with
changes that affected internal improvements in the region. Henry Conway, the stalwart
supporter of internal improvements for the territory in Congress, met his death in a duel
in late October 1827 with his political and personal antagonist, Robert Crittenden. As
territorial secretary, Crittenden supported Robert Oden in the August 1827 election for
delegate to Congress, which was won by Conway, but pitted Crittenden in political
opposition to Conway. During the heated campaign, insults were traded in and out of the
newspaper, leading to the duel. This event signaled the beginning of the end of the
territorial secretary’s political career in Arkansas, while ushering in a new era of support
in Congress for internal improvements by Conway’s replacement, Ambrose Sevier.
Crittenden, as a former Kentuckian raised on the Bluegrass System of internal
improvements promoted by Henry Clay before the War of 1812, was an advocate of
44
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internal improvements in Arkansas Territory as well. In fact, until Andrew Jackson
gained the presidency, the Conway-Crittenden factions in Arkansas did not divide over
improvements, and no opposition to improvements was voiced in the Gazette until an
opposition newspaper arrived in 1830, supporting the Whig Party platform.46
Another unexpected death brought further political changes to the territory in
1828. On November 22, 1828, Territorial Governor George Izard died at his home which
left an opening for a new governor. Acting Governor Robert Crittenden filled in until the
new president, Andrew Jackson, made his political appointments in the spring of 1829.
Jackson did not wait long to appoint John Pope as governor of Arkansas Territory.
Although a native of Virginia, Pope had been a longtime Kentucky politician and had
served as a United States Senator from Kentucky. Interestingly, he was a brother-in-law
of John Quincy Adams, yet supported Jackson for the presidency after Adams chose
Henry Clay, Pope’s political enemy, to be Adams’s Secretary of State. Governor Pope
traveled by land to Little Rock and arrived at William Strong’s stand on the west side of
the St. Francis River along the Military Road on October 4, 1829. Pope’s party was slow
arriving at Little Rock from Strong’s due to the poor condition of the road. This
experience undoubtedly made a lasting impression on the governor as to the need in the
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territory for a decent road to the Mississippi, as well as better roads in the territory as a
whole, and became one of the new governor’s passions in the coming decade.47
The growing settlement in the southwest corner of the territory and the potential
cotton production around the Red River region drew attention in the waning days of the
1820s to two projects that would demand far more capital than the territory could muster
on its own: improving the old Southwest Trail, allowing more immigrants into the
territory and to the Southwest; and the removal of the Red River Raft. Both of these
projects were linked. If the raft was removed allowing better steamboat access to the
upper reaches of the Red River, thousands of acres of “new” public land would become
available for new settlers, who in turn would produce even more cotton to be shipped
downriver. The improved road would enhance travel by immigrants with their wagons,
equipment, and livestock heading for this potential Garden of Eden. Also, if the raft
removal process was deemed successful, why not apply that same effort to as many of the
navigable streams in the territory and improve the “natural” highways at the same time?
The major projects for the next decade of the 1830s that demanded federal internal
improvement funding while the territory witnessed a growth of legislation in the last
general assembly sessions of the decade that sought charters for ferries, bridges, and
privately-opened toll roads. Historian Carter Goodrich’s theory was that frontier
territories eventually made the transition from relying on the federal government to build
roads and canals which drew settlement into regions with few or no inhabitants to support
the cost of building them (the developmental stage), to the exploitative stage where the
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people residing along the path of these new improvements were exploited (either as
taxpayers or as investors) to pay for the improvements as they were being built.48 Was
Arkansas ready to make the transition? This was a question to be answered during the
decade of the 1830s and the drive towards statehood.
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CHAPTER 6
MILITARY ROADS ACROSS THE TERRITORY
In his message to the territorial general assembly in October 1827, Governor
George Izard established the focus for the next decade of territorial existence: the drive
for statehood. After the 1825 legislative session, Izard expected that by the opening of the
current session the territory’s population would have reached the necessary numbers
(sixty thousand) that were required by the national government allowing admittance into
the Union as a new state. While he had no doubts that a census would confirm having
reached that number, “the settlements are so sparse and the means of access to the
country so extended, that it is scarcely possible to note with precision the increase of our
inhabitants.” Izard fully expected that by 1829 he would be able to see the inclusion of
Arkansas as a state of the Union. Unfortunately, Izard did not live to see the fulfillment of
that wish, or that it would take several more years to achieve his goal. The “means of
access” still required more work.1
With the near completion in 1827 of the Military Road, a trunk line was formed of
roads connecting the Mississippi River to the western frontier, from which branch lines
could be built to other locations within the territory connecting to this main highway.
Expecting the population growth to be able to support opening these roads using local
funding, Izard anticipated that one of the benefits of the military roads was “its
continuation, by private exertion, to the Hot Springs in Clark county, and thus extending
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to thousands of valetudinarians on the eastern side of the Mississippi the means of access
to those salutiferous waters.”2
The sick and weak had to wait a while longer to take advantage of those
medicinal springs if they were to be reached by private means. The general assembly of
1827 passed little in the way of local improvement bills, other than to alter the county
road laws to remove the road commissioners and viewers from receiving compensation
for marking and opening county roads, along with justices of the peace who apportioned
the hands to work on the roads. Instead, these men were to be exempt from militia duty
for six months after performing their duties to the county. While no reason for the change
was given, most likely the counties lacked the funds to pay the commissioners in cash
and substituted a non-cash remuneration for their services. The act indicated that few
county roads were being opened in the early days of the territory due to a lack of funds in
the county treasuries.3
This lack of local government funding did not mean that other more enterprising
individuals could not capitalize on opportunities presenting themselves by the continuing
immigration into the territory. Two such men sought and received authorization from the
general assembly in 1825 to build and keep toll-bridges along roads either already in use
or were being constructed. Hartwell Boswell took advantage of the settlers traveling into
the territory from the northeast on the unimproved Southwest Trail by building a bridge
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across Poke Bayou, just north of Batesville in Independence County. William Flanakin
anticipated the increase in traffic on the yet-built military road to Fort Gibson from Little
Rock by building a bridge across Palarm Bayou on the north side of the Arkansas River,
upriver a few miles from Little Rock, near today’s community of Maumelle. The length
of the term for receiving the benefits from their operations for both men was ten years.
The lack of government funding to provide public bridges or ferries across waterways
became a boon for local entrepreneurs, and increased once other roads were opened in the
territory.4
The United States Postal Service also opened new postal routes taking advantage
of the new Memphis to Little Rock Military Road and the connections it offered.
Connecting to the Military Road at the mouth of Cache River, routes went to Helena,
Arkansas; to Arkansas Post; and to the mouth of White River; and all once a week. A
new route connected the new town of Greenock, on the west bank of the Mississippi
north of the military road, to Memphis, and ran once a week. All of the new routes went
into effect April 1, 1829, even though roads to many of those locations did not exist, only
narrow traces that were sometimes barely identifiable (see fig. 14).5
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Figure 14. Map of Arkansas, with major rivers and towns. Dashed lines are military roads
built in the 1820s and 1830s. Map by author.
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One road that illustrated the true nature of these postal routes was opened by
Thomas Drew, who held the mail contract between Little Rock and Monroe, Louisiana,
formerly known as the Post of Ouachita. Drew supposedly completed marking and
opening this road in August 1826, a route which was claimed to save travelers at least
seventy-five miles over other traces commonly used. But the road’s description left little
doubt to the primitive nature of the trail and Drew’s directions necessitated the use of a
good compass. After following a well-known trace out of Little Rock to the south and
arriving at William Robinson’s house, the traveler turned “south 30 degrees east 11
miles” to an Indian trace. Travelers followed such directions southward; including two
forks which if missed found them in the wilds of southeast Arkansas. If all went well,
eventually travelers encountered the trace from Arkansas Post to Monroe, a more wellworn path. Highly optimistic, Drew claimed no rivers had to be crossed, only two
“difficult” bayous or creeks and several small watercourses. One of the difficult creeks
was the Saline River, which supposedly already had a ferry in operation, with a new ferry
soon to be put in operation on the other creek. Travelers, according to Drew, “will find no
difficulties to encounter, except a bushy and unbeaten path, which even in its present
state, is far preferable to the route usually travelled.” Perhaps this was true, but the first
mail delivery on this new route did not occur until late March 1828, and presented a road
still no better than a simple trace through the wilderness.6
These types of roads were not conducive to the passage of the large number of
emigrants attempting to enter the territory from across the Mississippi River unless
drastically improved. This meant that the territory still had to rely on the federal
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government for assistance to make needed improvements. Two such improvements
targeted the migration of settlers towards the southwest corner of the territory. The old
Southwest Trail still presented the most popular route for emigrants from the more
northern states by way of Missouri, even in its rough condition. The trail represented not
one single road, but several parallel paths that had developed over the years as travelers
deviated from one obstructed path and created another one out of necessity. Rough,
unmarked, and sometimes nonexistent, the trail did not invite the use of heavily-laden
wagons headed to the Red River settlements. If the trail was brought up to the standards
of other “national” roads, more settlers could make their way across the territory, buying
more public land, and increasing the population.
The second of these needed improvements was the removal of the Red River Raft,
the logjam that had grown to over one hundred miles in northwestern Louisiana and
southwestern Arkansas. The raft blocked river traffic from reaching points above it, such
as Fort Towson, and caused an inundation of thousands of acres of land. Several plans
had been proffered by local pundits for navigating the numerous bayous and channels as
well as eliminating the obstacles, but the ones that included removing the raft and
recovering those lost acres were the most desirable to the people of Arkansas Territory.
River improvements will be the focus of a later chapter, but both the Southwest Trail and
the Red River were routes used to gain access to rich cotton lands along the Red River
and their importance grew as more planters in Tennessee, Alabama, and Georgia sought
to replace or supplement their old plantations in the East.7
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Pursuing an ambitious agenda, Henry Conway worked to improve the old
Southwest Trail and introduced a resolution in the House of Representatives of Congress
on December 14, 1826, for a survey of a national road from St. Louis, Missouri, to
Alexandria, Louisiana by way of Little Rock. In Conway’s mind, this represented an
extension of the Cumberland Road, which had become the National Road. After
witnessing the troubles that appropriation bills for other roads which crossed state lines
had incurred in Congress, Conway should have recognized that this resolution would also
face similar difficulties. By February 1828, the new delegate to Congress, Ambrose
Sevier, scaled back the scope of the road in a resolution that asked for a survey from St.
Louis to Washington, Hempstead County, in Arkansas Territory. Washington was
becoming the center of development for settlement in the southwest corner of the
territory and was located on the Southwest Trail. The new road built from Natchitoches
to Fort Towson also went through this growing town, making it a natural crossroads in
the area. As expected, this item went to the Committee on Roads and Canals and there it
remained.8
The message that President John Quincy Adams gave to Congress in December
1827 suggested that money spent on projects such as the improvement of the Southwest
Trail should be “considered rather as treasure laid up from the contributions of the
present age, for the benefit of posterity, than as unrequited applications accruing revenues
that a slave-based plantation culture had developed by the late 1830s along the Arkansas, Red,
and Ouachita river lowlands of the southern and eastern portions of the territory, especially in the
Arkansas River delta and the southeastern corner. Herndon, Annals of Arkansas, 1947, , 373; and
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of the nation.” Adams had listed numerous projects around the country (none of them in
Arkansas Territory) that had been started or continued under the aegis of the General
Survey Act of April 30, 1824, which authorized the Corps of Engineers and the
Topographical Bureau to conduct surveys for projects the president deemed of national
interest. Congress had also appropriated funds to aid in the construction of projects that
had been started by individual groups but were beyond their resources to complete, such
as the Cumberland Road and various other roads and canals. According to Adams, three
to four million dollars of the national revenue had been spent on projects appropriated by
Congress in the last three sessions “without intrenching [sic] upon the necessities of the
Treasury; without adding a dollar to the taxes or debts of the community; without
suspending even the steady and regular discharge of the debts contracted in former days,”
which Adams claimed had been reduced over the last three years by almost sixteen
million dollars. With so many internal improvement projects underway, the military
engineers were fully employed, requiring the services of others such as the army
quartermasters, to fill the demand for engineers; a condition that Adams felt was justified
by the topographical knowledge that had been gained in the process.9
Created by an act of Congress on March 16, 1802, the Corps of Engineers’
original responsibilities were construction of sea coast fortifications and the operation of
the Military Academy at West Point, which taught military and civil engineering when no
other schools of technology existed in the United States. The presidents prior to 1824
recognized the importance of the role of army engineers in the internal improvement
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movement. A “practical” school came in the form of the several surveys and explorations
into the nation’s frontier regions conducted in the late 1810s and early 1820s. Major
Stephen Long’s journey down the Arkansas River and along the frontier of Arkansas and
Missouri was one such exploring trip. To supplement the army engineers, officers from
the Quartermaster Department under Jesup were typically used. James Monroe created
the Board of Engineers for Internal Improvements in May 1824 to administer the Survey
Act, and until the repeal of the act in 1838, the Topographic Bureau supervised the
projects under the act’s umbrella. From the start, the Bureau lacked the necessary officers
to carry out all the projects it was assigned. Jesup’s complaint of no engineers to spare for
superintending construction of the Military Road in 1826 was common for numerous
projects across the country.10
Sectional rivalry developed over internal improvements by 1825. Although the
North received the majority of attention, the Board planned surveys in the South to
appease Southerners, especially since that section felt reluctant to support a system of
internal improvements benefiting only the North. The approval of the military roads in
Arkansas Territory most likely fell into this category of projects. Unfortunately, the
Board had not been in existence long enough when Charles Thomas and James Dawson
started construction on their respective roads to take advantage of the trained engineers
assigned to the Board later.11
Appeasing the different sections spread the engineers over a broad range of
projects. After 1825, Congress attempted to reduce appropriations for engineering
10
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surveys and limited future surveys to those specifically authorized by Congress. Army
engineers continued to assist in engineering individual transportation improvements for
states and territories as needed. Most of the internal improvements built from 1831 to
1835 centered on canals and partly explained the difficulty of the Arkansas General
Assembly to obtain an appropriation for the Military Road during this period. The
removal of the Red River Raft in southwest Arkansas Territory and northwest Louisiana
took priority over the Military Road and shifted interest and funds from such mundane
projects as roads to clearing the obstructions in an important navigable waterway to the
West.12
In 1831, the secretary of war separated the Topographical Bureau from the
Engineer Department and the Bureau became an independent office within the War
Department. Colonel John J. Abert, head of the Topographical Bureau, insisted on an
enlarged corps of topographical engineers, which also eliminated the problem of using
line officers pulled away from other military duties, as had happened with assistant
quartermasters. Secretary of War Joel R. Poinsett argued that the number of qualified
civil engineers had risen in the United States so there should be a sufficient number to
take on civil projects of the states. Army engineers, though, wanted to continue giving aid
where it was needed to the states and private companies. Military roads remained under
their realm of functions, which justified several of the roads in Arkansas retaining their
military designation as long as they could, even though they served a civil function. Most
of the new civil engineers were self-taught, but some had Military Academy educations
and were trained by the Engineer Department as government engineers. The resignation
12
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rate among engineer officers was high and civil engineers resented the military taking
work from them. Also, the growth of railroads demanded a proportional growth in civil
engineers, which the army could not keep up with.13
Abert’s Topographic Bureau came back under the Engineer Department with an
act of Congress on July 5, 1838, that created the Corps of Topographical Engineers which
cooperated with the Corps of Engineers. A division of labor was created between the
Topographical Corps and the Corps of Engineers, where the Topographical Corps
performed civil projects while the Corps of Engineers performed defense projects. The
panic of 1837 led to a lack of funds and bankruptcies, and many states and the federal
government withdrew support of internal improvement projects, allowing Congress to let
the General Survey Act expire in 1838.14
But by 1829, the road to Little Rock from Memphis needed improvement, along
with the opening of other entryways into the territory. Emigrants were reluctant to
continue into Arkansas after reaching Memphis due to the condition of the road. Logs
and stumps in the roadway hindered travel and the travelers waded through water over
the road in some areas. The road did provide adequate travel conditions for six to eight
months of the year, especially for horsemen or light wagons, but heavy laden wagons
found the going rough even in the dry season. The region beyond the White River proved
more troublesome during the wet season. Since those emigrating from Tennessee,
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Alabama, and other states south and east of the Ohio River preferred this route to the
West, improvement of the road was imperative.15
Although the territorial general assembly passed four memorials to submit to the
general government in February 1829, only one dealt with internal improvements, which
sought a levee system along the Mississippi River. This did not mean that other
memorials to rectify the lack of roads into the territory did not make their way to
Washington. Sevier submitted a memorial to Congress on December 5, 1828, from
petitioners in the region asking for a road from Helena to the mouth of Cache River,
citing the need for access to fertile public lands offered for sale in the southeastern
portion of the territory. This proposed road would terminate on the west bank of the
Mississippi River, directly across from a planned road from the Natchez Trace in
Mississippi through the recently ceded Chickasaw lands, allowing emigrants direct access
into the territory from southeastern states. The proposed route from the Trace, according
to the petitioners, followed the high lands in Mississippi until coming to the Mississippi
River bottoms. The route in Arkansas, they claimed, was well known and “well
calculated” for a road. Despite its claimed worthiness, Congress failed to have the same
enthusiasm for the Helena to mouth of Cache road in early 1829. The item became a bill
in the House, seeking a twenty-five hundred dollar appropriation, but went no further.16
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Still, white emigrants were not the only people heading west. By January 1828,
emigrants of the Creek nation from Georgia had arrived at Memphis, waiting to cross a
swollen Mississippi River into Arkansas. Since the rivers in the territory also remained
high, this group of seven hundred to nine hundred emigrants headed south to the mouth
of White River, joining a similar sized group of Cherokees who had abandoned their land
east of the Mississippi River and arrived at the Mississippi River in April 1829. In late
January 1828, David Brearley, agent for the Creeks, managed to secure keelboats to
transport about three hundred of his group up the Arkansas River to their destination on
the Verdigris River while the remainder, guided by their chiefs, followed overland.
Luckily for Brearley, the steamboat Facility managed to tow the two keelboats to the
Verdigris River, but those on the march had a harder time. On his way back downriver,
Brearley found his wards scattered along the military road from Fort Smith to the
Dardanelles, with some groups not having reached even that far upriver by mid-February
1828. The agent for the emigrating Cherokees, Edward Du Val, also wanted to use a
steamboat to move the Indians up the Arkansas River to their new homes west of the
Cherokee line. This line ran from the southwest corner of Missouri south to Fort Smith,
forming a segment of the current state line. Unfortunately, steamboats were out of the
question on the Arkansas River during the summer months because the river level was
too low. Du Val also resorted to using keelboats, which were much more expensive. With
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an anticipated migration of the Chickasaw nation, an intermediate entry point at Helena
would provide a shortcut overland to the main highway and the Indian lands to the west.17
After arriving in Little Rock, Governor John Pope addressed the opening of the
October 1829 session of the general assembly as his first official duty. Noting the
potential opportunities of the territory, Pope stated that the “weakness and wants of our
new and remote settlements seem to ensure the liberality and tender concern of the parent
government.” The “National Treasury,” according to Pope, was open to provide for the
territory’s defense, protection, and payment of its civil government, implying that the
general assembly should not be hesitant in seeking appropriations to enhance the
condition of the territory. His remarks on the Military Road were the most extensive,
since his recent travels on it had left an impression. Pope insisted the road could be made
passable at all seasons of the year. The section from Little Rock to the St. Francis River
was “the best over which I ever traveled; with the exception of a few miles between this
(Little Rock) and Mr. (Samson) Gray’s, the condition of which is a reproach on Little
Rock and the county of Pulaski.” The governor claimed the section between Memphis
and the St. Francis free from inundation for more than half the distance and the rest was
overflowed only one to five feet. He also believed the three lakes in that section could be
bridged using floating bridges at an estimated cost of $1,500. The road between the
White River and Gray’s could be improved, provided the government spent more money
17
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on it. The section between Gray’s and Little Rock could hopefully “be confided to the
energy, public spirit, and ability of the county of Pulaski,” suggesting for the first time
that any part of this project be taken over by the territory. Pope also introduced the idea
of allowing a “company or agent” to take over the road once it was completed, using
collected tolls to pay for its maintenance.18
Since Pope recognized the importance of the Memphis to Little Rock road to the
transportation network in the territory, he spent more time on it in his speech than any
other improvements. But he charged the assembly to consider other roads as well. The
road from Helena to the mouth of Cache River would be “very important and useful,”
along with the opening of a land route from Little Rock to Chicot in the southeast corner
of the territory. The road from Little Rock to the Missouri line to the northeast via
Batesville and Davidsonville—the Southwest Trail—was also considered very important
to the territory. He left other objects of internal improvements to the better judgment of
the legislature to address, but “the increase in population and representation” since their
last session made Pope confident that the national government would be agreeable to the
legislature’s requests. His address, though, clearly showed that the governor had no
problem with seeking aid from the federal government for internal improvements in the
territory, implying that it was the duty of the national government to provide such aid for
the territory.19
As usual when the general assembly met, a dinner in honor of the governor was
held in Little Rock. Such a dinner for Pope was given on Saturday, October 24, 1829, and
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customary to most dinners several toasts were given on many patriotic themes. The sixth
toast, attributed to no particular dinner guest, honored the Constitution of the United
States, “defining the powers given by the people to the several departments of the
National Government, it is far safer to amend the instrument, than, by means of strained
constructions, to usurp the exercise of powers which are not delegated.” Considering the
tone of Pope’s address to the assembly on internal improvements, this toast presented a
strange contrast and one of the first expressions of the strict-constructionist view towards
internal improvements by someone in the territory. The toast’s sentiment may also
explain one of the legislative actions during this session that indicated a desire for more
independence by the territory.20
An act was passed for the opening of a road from Washington, in Hempstead
County, to Cote Fabre—today’s Camden—in Union County on the Ouachita River.
Beginning at George Hill’s house on the military road from Natchitoches to Washington,
the route was to run forty miles “through an unsettled wilderness country,” making it
impossible for the inhabitants of Hempstead and Union counties to build the road in the
usual manner. The general assembly, rather than the county courts, was to appoint
commissioners from the two counties to survey and mark the route, then to receive bids
from local contractors and award the contracts to the lowest bidders. The expense for the
whole project was to be taken from the county treasuries proportionally, including
compensation for the commissioners, but was not to exceed five hundred dollars. Should
the counties not have sufficient funds to meet the expense, they were to levy a tax on
their inhabitants to make up the deficit. This would have been the first road built and
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funded this way in the territory, but the general assembly repealed this road act in the
next session in October 1831.21
Memorials passed by the legislature sought appropriations to repair the Memphis
and Little Rock road, to improve the navigation of the Ouachita and Little Missouri
rivers, and improvement of the road from Natchitoches, Louisiana, to St. Louis, Missouri,
via Washington, Little Rock, and Jackson in Arkansas Territory, and through Greenville,
in Missouri. This latter memorial was essentially the improvement of the entire
Southwest Trail. The assembly also sought an appropriation for opening a road from
William Strong’s, on the St. Francis River where the Military Road crossed his land, to
Batesville via Litchfield. Litchfield, at the time the largest settlement in Jackson County,
was located on a tributary of the White River, a few miles east of present-day Newport.
Other memorials sought appropriations to open roads from Point Chicot, on the
Mississippi River in the southeast corner of the territory, to Washington, in Hempstead
County; from Boonville, Missouri, to the Arkansas River at or near Crawford County
courthouse, by way of Washington County courthouse, which was at Fayetteville; and a
road from Villemont, in Chicot County, to Little Rock, by way of Pine Bluff on the
Arkansas River. The importance of connecting these locations to the main transportation
routes was that general land offices had been opened in these settlements. Settlers looking
to buy public land in any of these regions of the territory needed easy access to the
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offices where the survey maps and books were located in order to make their land
purchases.22
Unfortunately, these road appropriation memorials arrived in Congress at the
same time that President Jackson decided to send a message to Congress on where he
stood on internal improvements. Jackson vetoed the act authorizing a subscription in
stock for the Maysville Turnpike Road Company in Kentucky on May 27, 1830. His
position should not have come as a surprise to those in Congress since Jackson expressed
the same views on the constitutionality of federally-funded internal improvements in his
first presidential message to Congress on December 8, 1829, coinciding with his
predecessors Jefferson, Madison, and Monroe. To make his point, the paragraphs from
the earlier message explaining his views on internal improvements were quoted in the
veto message as well.23
First, Jackson found the road to be of local and not national purpose. “It has no
connexion [sic] with any established system of improvements; is exclusively within the
limits of a State, starting at a point on the Ohio river, and running out sixty miles to an
interior town; and even as far as the State is interested, conferring partial instead of
general advantages.” Two other issues prevented Jackson from passing this bill, or other
internal improvement bills of this kind during this session. The first was the desire to
eliminate the national debt, which could not be done based on the appropriation bills
already passed and those that were in the process of moving through legislation
exceeding the amount of funds already in the Treasury, which would force the
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continuance of the tariff and/or the passage of higher taxes. The second issue was the
constitutionality of the federal government building roads and canals. Without an
amendment granting such powers to the government, Jackson felt that the justifications
for national works, and especially the creation of a system of internal improvements,
would vary from project to project and differ with each session of Congress. With an
amendment passed, Jackson had no problems with taking the surplus funds or the funds
provided by the tariff once the debt had been paid off, and applying them to internal
improvements by distributing the funds to the states proportionally by representation.
Perhaps the heart of the matter for Jackson was his apprehension of corporations. “No aid
can be derived from the intervention of corporations. The question regards the character
of the work, not that of those by whom it is to be accomplished,” Jackson claimed. He
went on to ask, “Notwithstanding the union of the Government with the corporation…the
inquiry will still remain—is it national, and condusive [sic] to the benefit of the whole—
or local, and operating only to the advantage of a portion of the Union?” The burden for
Sevier, then, became one of proving that each improvement met Jackson’s criteria for
passage of being national in character and for the commonweal.24
As if Jackson had not driven home his points enough in the previous messages,
the majority of his 1830 message to Congress, delivered December 6, 1830, reiterated
and expanded on his views of internal improvements. The gist of the message was the
threat to state sovereignty by authorizing the general government to construct
improvements within the states. According to Jackson, if the practice continued it “would
ultimately change the character of this Government, by consolidating into one the
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General and State Governments, which were intended to be kept for ever distinct.” The
consolidation of power between the general government and corporations would further
erode the power delegated to the states and derived from the people, which worried
Jackson more than did direct appropriations for given improvement projects.25
The president’s veto coincided with other events in the territory. A new
newspaper, the Arkansas Advocate, published by Charles P. Bertrand began its
publication in March 1830, and although both Woodruff and Bertrand professed a desire
to avoid “collisions,” the two editors soon took political sides—the Gazette for the Sevier
faction; the Advocate for the faction of Robert Crittenden. Shortly after appointing Pope
as governor, Jackson appointed William S. Fulton as secretary of the territory, replacing
Robert Crittenden. A native of Maryland, Fulton migrated to Tennessee following the
War of 1812. In Tennessee, he practiced law and served as military secretary to Jackson
in 1818. Fulton eventually settled in Florence, Alabama, where he was elected county
court judge in 1822. Since Pope and Fulton were “Jackson men” and Crittenden opposed
Jackson, the Crittenden-supported Advocate came to support Henry Clay on the national
level. While Woodruff had supported Adams and internal improvements, he and the
Gazette turned to the Jackson cause after Jackson’s election. Also, while the Gazette’s
correspondents voiced the same objections to federally-funded internal improvements as
Ibid., January 5, 1831. Larson saw Jackson’s veto and stand on internal improvements
as more of a political strategy hatched by Martin Van Buren against Henry Clay’s American
System, who claimed that Clay’s system distributed appropriations unfairly among the states,
fueling jealousies. Charles Sellers saw Jackson’s stand as part of a policy where he advocated
states’ rights in attacking the bank, internal improvements, and supporting Indian removal to
prove he was for a more “democratic Union,” while using “patriarchal democracy against the
money power.” George Rogers Taylor discounted the constitutional emphasis that has been
placed on Jackson’s veto, indicating the more practical reasons for the veto, such as his priority
on the debt reduction and the Congressional abuses in granting appropriations for purely local
projects. See Larson, Internal Improvements, 183-186; Sellers, Market Revolution, 312-313;
Taylor, Transportation Revolution, 20.
25
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Jackson, the two opposing editors eagerly followed the progress of improvement
legislation, reporting the success of gaining its approval for projects in the territory.26
Of the memorials to Congress for appropriations to build various roads in
Arkansas in the 1830-1831 session, only the road from Washington, in Hempstead
County, to Jackson, in Lawrence County received approval for an appropriation of fifteen
thousand dollars to open the road. The project would improve the old Southwest Trail,
something that had been desired for several years. First introduced on the House floor in
1826 by Henry Conway, the scope of the project was whittled down over the years to
coincide with the demands for internal improvements to be wholly within a state or
territory. Initially, the desire was to improve the road from St. Louis, Missouri, to
Alexandria, Louisiana. Each Congressional session found the road getting shorter, with
first the southern termination located at Washington, then eliminating the Missouri
portion, and finally removing the portion from Jackson to the Missouri border in the
north.27
Sevier gloomily reported his failure to push the other bills to final approval to
Woodruff for publication, and presented his reasoning for their failure. Some of the bills
had riders attached to them for items the president could not approve, while others simply
were not voted on before the session ended, hopefully to be renewed in the next session.
26
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As it was, the road that did receive approval was buried in a bill containing numerous
appropriations for other road and river improvements, especially in Michigan Territory.
In voicing his frustration with Congress, Sevier stated that, in a territory, “where the most
fastidious expounder of the Constitution raises no objection to such appropriations—here,
where the Government owns so great a proportion of the soil through which these roads
pass, and that soil exempt from taxation—it certainly is not asking too much for us to
solicit the necessary appropriations to aid us at least in constructing them.” Lacking the
necessary population to apply for statehood, Sevier warned his constituents that once the
territory reached statehood, federal appropriations would cease. While a territory, the
federal government was responsible for providing the means for access into the territory
and to the public lands, so Sevier recommended remaining a territory for a while longer
to let the population—the tax base for the potential state—increase and avoid placing the
burden for internal improvements on a new state government. In the meantime, the
territorial legislature should continue to shower Congress with memorials for roads and
river improvements.28
As a result, the territorial general assembly went into a road memorial frenzy in
1831 and 1832 for both new roads and repairs on existing roads. The legislative session
for 1831 submitted numerous memorials to Congress for road appropriations, one of
which was to keep the Military Road in good repair. This second memorial since the
road’s completion sought help in repairing the road. The memorial requested twenty
thousand dollars to make the repairs, stating that over the past two years the people had
watched the road fall into a “dilapidated” condition. The general assembly claimed they
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were powerless to conduct the needed repairs “running as it does at several places
through a Wilderness Country, they will be doomed to witness its entire destruction,
unless the General Government will intervene.” Justifying its request by claiming the
majority of immigrants to Arkansas arrived via this route, the assembly also cited the
necessity of keeping the road open at all times for the continuation of the stages as mail
carriers from Nashville to Memphis and beyond to Little Rock.29
Increased land sales, emigration, improved mail delivery, Indian removal, and
travel safety were the main arguments Sevier used when approaching Senator William
Hendricks of Indiana about road memorials presented to Congress from the territory.
Hendricks served on the Senate’s Committee on Roads and Canals and could influence
the committee to push the appropriations through the Senate. Sevier claimed that
Helena’s designation by the government as the embarkation point for emigrating Indians
from east of the Mississippi River made the Helena to mouth of Cache River road a
necessity. The Indians followed this route along Crowley’s Ridge to the Cache River,
intersecting the Military Road at that point which took the emigrants westward. Another
desired road, from Jackson in the east to Fayetteville in the northwest corner over the
Ozark Mountains and the northern portion of the territory, would connect two rapidly
growing areas in the territory. This road would also connect the western frontier to
Missouri and Illinois, bringing in more settlers to the territory. Both of these roads would
aid in increasing the population of Arkansas Territory, whose citizens already desired
statehood.30
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The problem with the mails became an extremely sore subject for Woodruff in the
Gazette. During the winter of 1832, the delivery of the mails from Memphis came to a
halt. Each edition of the newspaper lamented another missed mail delivery from the east.
Woodruff called for the removal of the contractor for the route and for replacing him with
a special mail carrier. In February, Woodruff stated the mails were twenty-one days late
and four mail deliveries behind. One missed delivery could be understandable,
considering the harsh winter conditions, but four times was unreasonable. He suggested
that if the carriers had been residents of Arkansas Territory, they would have been used to
the conditions and would have overcome them. Thirty-five days passed before mails
arrived from Memphis, but Woodruff noted that it had also been four weeks since mails
from the north had arrived from St. Louis as well. The pattern of missed winter mails had
been set the previous spring when four weeks passed during March and April 1831 before
mails were delivered from Memphis by the same contractor as in 1832.31
Other roads for which the assembly sought federal funding included roads from
William Strong’s stand, located on the St. Francis River along the Military Road, to
Batesville; from Helena to an intersection with the Military Road; and from the “National
Road” near Clark Court House in southwest Arkansas Territory to the Louisiana state line
in the direction of Monroe, Louisiana. The National Road referred to the Southwest Trail
from Little Rock to Washington, Hempstead County. Clark Court House was located on
this road, midway between Little Rock and the Red River. The proposed Clark Court
House road also promised to open access to Hot Springs, Arkansas Territory, which
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already drew visitors from Louisiana and Mississippi for the medicinal qualities
associated with the springs.32
A road from the mouth of White River connecting with the Military Road at a
point thirty miles east of Little Rock allowed travelers to continue on to the northwest
and beyond the Arkansas border at Fort Smith. This road also provided a direct route for
Choctaw Indians who were immigrating to their new lands in the Indian territories
beyond Arkansas. Another proposed route from Point Chicot in the extreme southeast
corner of Arkansas Territory on the Mississippi River to Paraclifta directly across the
territory in the southwest corner would also facilitate Choctaw removal to their new
lands. A second request for the Jackson to Fayetteville road was also submitted. All of
these memorials had three things in common. The roads opened public lands for sale to
immigrants moving into the territory, facilitated the government’s removal of Indians
from east of the Mississippi through Arkansas Territory to their new homes, and opened
better lines of communication within the territory and to the rest of the nation,
particularly to the Southeast.33 Lastly, a pattern of communication would be created with
the Military Road and its extensions to Forts Gibson and Towson as the backbone of the
system.
Only a few days after the approval of the act for the Washington to Jackson road,
Sevier communicated with President Jackson, recommending several gentlemen in the
32
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territory to serve as commissioners for surveying and marking the route, as had been the
normal method on previous roads, evidently unaware that the act did not provide for the
appointment of commissioners. Sevier’s letter was submitted to Thomas Jesup,
quartermaster general, who informed Sevier on May 17, 1831, of the situation and that no
officer had been available to supervise the project, causing the delay in getting started.
Fortunately, Lieutenant Richard D’Cantillon Collins became available and was instructed
by Jesup to survey the route and have it opened as soon as possible.34
Graduating from West Point in 1823, Collins spent the first years of his military
career in Florida from 1823 to 1830. Promoted to first lieutenant in late 1829, he was
assigned to assistant quartermaster duty in the Creek nation at Fort Mitchell, Alabama, in
1830 with the Fourth Infantry Regiment. It was at Fort Mitchell where Collins received
orders to go to Arkansas to supervise the road project, leaving Alabama on June 2, and
arrived in New Orleans on June 12. Collins could not have realized that he would spend
the rest of his military career, and his life, in Arkansas (see figs. 15-18).35
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Figure 15. Map of the Washington to Jackson road, indicating the southwestern segment
where Fulton is on the Red River. Ecore Fabre is the Cote Fabre mentioned in legislation
for a road from Washington eastward, then south to Monroe, Louisiana. David H. Burr,
“Map of Mississippi, Louisiana & Arkansas,” from The American Atlas, Exhibiting the
Post Offices, Canals, Rail Roads, and the Physical & Political Divisions of the United
States of North America, Constructed from the Government Surveys & Other Official
Materials, Under the Direction of the Post Master General (London: John Arrowsmith,
1839). From Library of Congress, Geography and Map Division.
http://hdl.loc.gov/loc.gmd/g3700m.gct00185 (accessed October 30, 2011).
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Figure 16. Continuation of the map of the Washington to Jackson road through Little
Rock. Hot Springs is a few miles north of the Ouachita River. David H. Burr, “Map of
Mississippi, Louisiana & Arkansas,” from The American Atlas, Exhibiting the Post
Offices, Canals, Rail Roads, and the Physical & Political Divisions of the United States
of North America, Constructed from the Government Surveys & Other Official Materials,
Under the Direction of the Post Master General (London: John Arrowsmith, 1839). From
Library of Congress, Geography and Map Division.
http://hdl.loc.gov/loc.gmd/g3700m.gct00185 (accessed October 30, 2011).
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Figure 17. Continuation of the map of the Washington to Jackson road, through
Batesville. This map also includes the St. Francis (William Strong’s stand) to Batesville
road. David H. Burr, “Map of Mississippi, Louisiana & Arkansas,” from The American
Atlas, Exhibiting the Post Offices, Canals, Rail Roads, and the Physical & Political
Divisions of the United States of North America, Constructed from the Government
Surveys & Other Official Materials, Under the Direction of the Post Master General
(London: John Arrowsmith, 1839). From Library of Congress, Geography and Map
Division. http://hdl.loc.gov/loc.gmd/g3700m.gct00185 (accessed October 30, 2011).
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Figure 18. The northeast segment of the Washington to Jackson road and its continuation
to the Missouri state line at Hix’s Ferry. David H. Burr, “Map of Mississippi, Louisiana
& Arkansas,” from The American Atlas, Exhibiting the Post Offices, Canals, Rail Roads,
and the Physical & Political Divisions of the United States of North America,
Constructed from the Government Surveys & Other Official Materials, Under the
Direction of the Post Master General (London: John Arrowsmith, 1839). From Library of
Congress, Geography and Map Division. http://hdl.loc.gov/loc.gmd/g3700m.gct00185
(accessed October 30, 2011).
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Jesup may have felt apologetic regarding the delay in commencing this project,
but compared to the other military roads in the territory, the Washington to Jackson road
began relatively quickly. Collins was in Washington, Arkansas Territory, on June 27,
1831, accompanied by Felix Bosworth of Ouachita, Louisiana, as his assistant. The
surveying team of Collins, Bosworth, guides, and chain bearers began their survey
towards Little Rock on July 2. Surveying and marking the route as they moved
northeastward, the crew passed through Little Rock and finished the entire survey to
Jackson by July 26, when Collins and his crew returned to Little Rock. From there,
Collins wrote and submitted his report to Jesup on August 6, stating that he would
advertise for contract proposals immediately.36
Actually, publishing an advertisement for bid proposals in the local Washington
newspaper was the first item of business conducted by Collins when he arrived in
Washington on June 27, before his crew departed on the survey. The advertisement was
also inserted in the July 13 edition of the Gazette, probably delivered to the newspaper’s
office as the team passed through Little Rock heading to Jackson. Initially, Collins gave
contractors only until July 31 to submit their sealed bids, but in a postscript to the Gazette
advertisement he extended the deadline to August 15. The extension in time probably was
a consequence of realizing the poor condition of communications in the territory as well
as the fact that Collins might not have a full understanding of the project by July 31. For
a road project of its importance to the territory, the specifications given to prospective
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contractors were considerably vague when compared to other road projects conducted in
the territory.37
All of the information given the contractors to go by was that the road was “to be
opened sixteen feet wide, and bridges to be erected over such streams as may require
them, and all swampy ground must be causewayed.” The bids could be for opening the
whole road, or for the separate divisions of from Washington to Little Rock, and from
Little Rock to Jackson.38 As advertised, Collins opened nineteen bid proposals on
August 15 and awarded the contract to James S. Conway of Lafayette County, along with
his partner Joshua Morrison, for $8,987. This amount was considerably less than the
fifteen thousand dollars appropriated for the project. Since Collins had a substantial
leeway financially, the contract was written to state that all the work involved for the
whole route, a length of 243 miles, would not exceed eleven thousand dollars in cost,
anticipating unexpected expenses to arise. Collins acknowledged that the route was
surveyed during “a very dry season,” disguising areas that may need causewaying that
did not appear that way during the survey. With the preliminaries out of the way, the
contractors started work on September 4, 1831.39
While the portion from Washington to Little Rock crossed river lowlands
requiring more causewaying than the route from Little Rock to Jackson, some causeways
were necessary in the northern section through the river bottoms of the Little Red,
Strawberry, and White rivers. The northern half of the route crossed “several high rocky
37
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ridges,” without gaps, but Collins believed a good road could be built over this country
by removing the rocks from the roadbed, costing no more than if causeways had to be
built over the same length. Also on the northern portion, the road crossed the White River
at Tucker’s ferry, about eight miles below Batesville; the Little Red River at Britton’s
ferry, and the Arkansas River at Little Rock, where a ferry was already in operation. In
fact, along the entire route where ferries were required on the Spring, Strawberry, White,
Little Red, Arkansas, Saline, Caddo, Antoine, and Little Missouri rivers all but the Little
Missouri, Antoine, and Strawberry rivers had existing ferries in operation, and soon those
three rivers would have private ferries running also. But all the rivers except the Arkansas
could be forded during much of the year, “most of them for 10 months,” according to
Collins. Since the Antoine, a tributary of the Little Missouri River, rose and fell so
rapidly a private ferry was not practical for anyone to make a profit, so Collins decided to
build a small ferry, left in the care of settlers living at the crossing. Besides the ferries, ten
bridges at forty to sixty feet in length, and twenty-five bridges at sixteen to twenty-five
feet in length were also required over the whole length of the road. Interestingly, no
mention was made about crossing the Ouachita River. After re-examining the route,
Collins found that fifteen miles between Little Rock and Washington, and ten miles
between Little Rock and Jackson passed through “post oak land,” which remained “very
soft and spouty during the wet seasons,” leading him to suggest opening the road wider
than the required sixteen feet, allowing air and sunlight to dry those areas.40
Besides the bridges built by the road contractors, private citizens sought to take
advantage of the new military road by opening their own toll bridges across the rivers
40
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along the route. Passed by the general assembly in the fall 1831 legislative session and
approved by Governor Pope on November 3, 1831, William Lockert gained the authority
to open a toll bridge across the Saline River in Pulaski County, near the military road’s
crossing of the river. While most acts authorizing toll bridges across streams gave the
owner some guarantees against travelers who might try to create fords or circumvent the
toll, the legislation for Lockert’s bridge was not to be construed “as to prevent any person
from fording said Saline river, free from toll, at or near where the said leading road
crosses the same, when said river is fordable.” The lack of protection against being bypassed by travelers may explain the absence of legislation for other toll bridges along the
road, but it may speak more to the primitive condition which this road actually presented
to travelers using it.41
Based on the contractor’s estimated cost and before the road was completed, the
general assembly expected there to be two or three thousand dollars left over from the
appropriation for the road and began making plans for the surplus funds. Since the
original unimproved road connected Louisiana to Missouri, and ultimately to St. Louis on
the Mississippi River, it was senseless not to have the road through Arkansas improved
all the way to the northern and southern borders. Sevier introduced several memorials for
appropriations for roads during the first session of the twenty-second Congress, most
being renewals of previously reported bills. But he introduced one new memorial asking
that the unexpended balance of the appropriation for the Washington to Jackson road be
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applied to build the extensions from those termination points to the northern and southern
territorial borders. Although most of the other appropriations were not acted on in this
session, the extension of the Washington to Jackson road was approved in an act of
July 3, 1832, that added two thousand dollars to the unexpended balance in order to
complete the extensions, and included an appropriation to rebuild the Little Rock to St.
Francis River portion of the Memphis and Little Rock Military Road and additional funds
for the ongoing Red River improvements and for improving the Arkansas River.42
The additional two thousand dollars to the extension appropriation was a
consequence of communications between Collins and Sevier during the months of the
Congressional session, when Collins made quick progress on the original project and by
February 1832 knew that the unexpended balance of $2,400 would not be enough to
cover the cost of the extensions. As usual on these roads, once work commenced on
constructing the road more bridges and causeways, or higher embankments, were
required than originally planned, raising the cost above the estimated amount. This was
especially true in crossing the Little Missouri River bottoms where the overflows were
higher than the survey crew originally anticipated. While the north extension crossed
high country “and generally well suited for a good road,” with only a few short bridges
required, the south end required a considerable portion to be causewayed, and “as it will
be the route taken by a great portion of the emigrating indians [sic], several very
considerable bridges will also be required.” Also looking ahead, Collins suggested that
once the appropriation was made and the road completed, the balance of the entire
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unexpended funds should be used to maintain the road. The parts that had already been
completed had been “cut up” by the emigrating Indians traveling the road after the winter
thaw and heavy rains, with some sections suffering washouts and fallen trees that
required removal. Not knowing who would be assigned the supervision of extending the
road, Collins also suggested that the next supervisor be given the authority to repair the
whole road since that person would have to travel the full extent of the road to make the
extensions.43
With one bridge remaining to complete, Collins informed Jesup in early March
1832 that the Washington to Jackson road was complete and by the time Jesup received
this news the final bridge would also be finished. Collins had been assigned to help
Governor Pope supervise building the Little Rock to St. Francis River road, and since the
appropriation for extending the road had been made so late in the session no instructions
had been sent to anyone regarding beginning the work. Even so, Collins wanted to
continue working on the “National Road,” as the Washington to Jackson road had come
to be called, and communicated that desire to Sevier, stating that he could perform both
duties of supervision. While Jesup was away from Washington, D.C., Acting
Quartermaster General Major Trueman Cross instructed Collins to begin the work to
complete the extensions, and by April 1833, he submitted the field notes and plat of the
survey of the extension from Jackson to the Missouri state line near Hix’s ferry on the
Current River.44
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In fact, Collins had done more than that. In the March 27, 1833, edition of the
Arkansas Gazette he published an advertisement for bid proposals for opening the
extension from Jackson to the Missouri line, via Hix’s ferry. While only twenty-nine
miles long, the road was divided into three segments for bidding: from Jackson to Eleven
Points River, from Eleven Points to Fourche de Thomas, and from Fourche de Thomas,
via Hix’s ferry, to the Missouri line. The work description contained a little more detail
than did that for the main road. The sixteen foot width was maintained on this short
segment as well, but Collins was more particular in clearing the trees from the roadbed.
Trees six inches and smaller in diameter were to be cut even with the ground, those
between six and twelve inches diameter were cut within four inches of the ground, and all
others within eight inches above the ground. River banks and hillsides were to be
excavated the width of the road and all projecting rocks, large stones, and other
obstructions were to be removed. Bids were returned to Little Rock by April 15, but the
winning bidders were not announced publicly as had been those for the main road
project.45
Not much was heard from the supervisor on this project during the next year. The
project became overshadowed in the newspaper by news regarding other internal
improvement projects in the territory, chiefly the two projects for rebuilding the Memphis
and Little Rock road and the removal of the Red River Raft. These projects represented
the major federal spending on internal improvements in the territory but were not the only
projects in the news. Next to the Washington to Jackson road—becoming known
increasingly as the National Road to Fulton, on the Red River—the Helena to mouth of
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Cache River road gained much of the public’s attention. Other roads drawing attention
were from Jackson to Fayetteville, in Washington County, via Liberty and on to Fort
Smith; and from William Strong’s, where the Memphis and Little Rock road crossed the
St. Francis River, to Batesville by way of Litchfield. The inhabitants of the southeast
corner of the territory in Chicot County also wanted a connection from the Mississippi
River to Little Rock, changing the origin point over time from Villemont, to Point Chicot,
and finally to the town of Columbia, on the Mississippi River. By 1834, the
appropriations for these projects became a reality as acts were passed by Congress and
approved by the president.46
The road from Fulton to the Missouri border was seen by many in Arkansas as an
extension of the Cumberland Road, or National Road, that had stretched across the
country to St. Louis, justifying the application of the name to the Arkansas road.
Arkansas’s extension of that road clearly met a national purpose and benefited those
emigrants leaving the old states and heading towards the frontiers of Louisiana and
Arkansas, then on to Texas. The Military Road, from Memphis to Little Rock, and
onward to Fort Gibson and the Indian territories, also clearly met a national, as well as a
defensive, purpose. But these other branch roads did not neatly meet that criteria and
“An Act authorizing the President of the United States to cause certain roads to be
opened in Arkansas,” June 30, 1834, ch. 132; “An Act for the completion of the road from a point
opposite to Memphis, in the state of Tennessee, to Little Rock, in the territory of Arkansas,” June
30, 1834, ch. 141; “An Act to mark and open a road from Columbia to Little Rock, in the territory
of Arkansas,” June 30, 1834, ch. 149, all in Stats at Large of USA 4(1846), 712, 718, and 724.
The first act included appropriations for roads from Helena to mouth of Cache ($10,000), Jackson
to Fort Smith by way of Liberty and Fayetteville, and Strong’s to Batesville by way of Litchfield
($7,000). The appropriation for the Columbia to Little Rock road was $10,000, while the
Memphis to Little Rock road appropriation was $15,000. An appropriation for $100,000 had been
approved by “An Act for the construction of a road from the Mississippi river to William
Strong’s, on the St. Francis river, in the territory of Arkansas,” March 2, 1833, ch. 71, Stats at
Large of USA 4(1846), 650.
46
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required some convincing on the part of Sevier and others in the territory to the
government in Washington, D.C.
In an effort to convince Washington to support opening a road between Helena
and the mouth of Cache River, Edwin T. Clark, a member of the territorial legislative
council, communicated with both Secretary of War Lewis Cass and Senator Hendricks. In
both cases, Clark informed the men of the benefits of the route recommended for the
road, but also the utility the road would be to the ongoing Indian removals. Corn and beef
could be purchased cheaply in the country along the route, which would relieve the
“impositions now practised [sic] upon the government in relation to the Indians” at
Memphis and along the Military Road.47 Although the Military Road was the only route
that wagons and livestock could travel from states to the east directly into the territory, it
was impassable for three months of the year. Being opposite the point in Mississippi
where a highway from Alabama, Georgia, and South Carolina to the Mississippi River
was anticipated to terminate, the Helena road would be of “very great importance to
Arkansas and it will aid the general government much in the removal of the Indians.”
Sevier added a postscript to Clark’s letter to Hendricks emphasizing again that Helena
was opposite the Chickasaw nation, stating that “when they emigrate, they will of course
travel this road—It should be improved in time for them.”48
Attempting to gain federal funds for opening a road from Chicot County to Little
Rock, John C. Jones, a prominent citizen of the county, submitted a plat of the desired
route and his comments on it to Sevier. Citing the fact that roads branching from the
47
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proposed route would also benefit settlers heading to the Red River region, as well as to
Hot Springs, which was “destined by Nature to be the most celebrated and the most
frequented watering place in North America,” Jones stated that emigrants from Georgia,
South Carolina, Mississippi, and south Alabama would be “greatly facilitated” by a road
from the southeast corner of the territory. This last factor was important since “most of
our future population may be expected from that quarter, owing to the similarity of the
great staples, and the superior profits to be derived from slave labour in this territory.”
The leading reason the general government should help build this road was the “upwards
of four millions of acres of unsold land in the district of the country which would be more
fully laid open …and the sale and settlement of which would be greatly facilitated and
expedited thereby,” which, of course, would bring revenue to the treasury of the federal
government.49
This last argument had also been used by Sevier in pleading on the floor of the
House earlier in 1832 for appropriations for the Memphis and Little Rock road, when it
appeared his requests would be rejected again. “Bear in mind,” claimed Sevier, “that you
own nearly all the lands through which this road passes: that we in Arkansas are few in
numbers, and have not the means to make it ourselves.” Sevier also reminded Congress,
“Do not forget that your Indian policy has placed us in a critical situation. You have
located, against our consent, nearly all your savages upon our frontier,” as well as armed
them with weapons which would enable them to massacre the whites in the territory
without federal aid for defense. This reasoning could have been applied to all of the roads
in Arkansas since most of the land any road ran through was unsold public land. This
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thinking led to the ultimate reason for federal aid in internal improvements: although the
territory existed in an autonomous condition, it could not claim “state’s rights” against
the federal government. The territory came under the responsibility of the federal
government for protection and support, especially in the effort to reach the population
size where the territory could apply for statehood. Without settlement there could be no
locally-funded improvements, but without the improvements there could be no
settlement. Evidently, the arguments were successful in convincing both Congress and
the president to go along with the projects in Arkansas.50
The general assembly flooded Congress with at least twenty-one internal
improvement memorials in 1833, including the ones eventually approved in 1834, but
most of them simply died in committee or not acted upon before the Congressional
session ended.51 The growing number of memorials from the territory indicated a
growing desperation in having as many internal improvements completed by the federal
government before the territory applied for statehood. The prevalent belief was that once
Arkansas became a state, the responsibility for internal improvements would lie with the
state government and federal funding would cease. Even though many people in the
territory adhered to Jacksonian principles, their territorial status allowed them to claim an
exception. To them, territorial needs were national needs as well.
The immediate need for Collins in February 1834, working on the National Road
to Fulton, was enough money to complete the extension. After informing Sevier that the
appropriation for completing the road from Washington to Fulton was going to run short
50
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by a thousand dollars, Sevier passed the information to Lewis Cass, secretary of war.
Through communications with Jesup, Cass determined that there had already been
sufficient funds estimated for completing the road, but Sevier believed Jesup was
mistaken and sought an additional twenty-thousand appropriation from Congress to
complete the road and make repairs to the road from Washington to Jackson, as Collins
had indicated that the portion between Little Rock and Washington required more bridges
and causeways than originally planned. This appropriation finally came through in
February 1835, a year after Collins notified Sevier of the need for more money. In the
appropriation act, Congress also included fifteen thousand dollars to “complete” the
military road from Fort Towson to the northern border of Louisiana in the direction of
Natchitoches, a road that had already been deemed complete.52
During the year between Collins’ notification to Sevier for additional funds and
the appropriation’s approval, Collins had been occupied with assisting Governor Pope in
supervising the construction of the St. Francis River to Little Rock road. He also had to
conduct his regular duties as assistant quartermaster for the forts on the western frontier,
which included determining the best transportation routes to supply those stations. In
early 1834, Collins arrived at the mouth of White River and found that the water in the
Arkansas River was too low to allow “the ordinary class of boats,” meaning steamboats,
to go beyond Little Rock, and had been led to believe that steamboats of lighter drafts
could make it up the Arkansas to Fort Smith. But when he arrived at Little Rock, he
found that only keelboats could go upriver from Little Rock and he could not obtain a
52
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boat at that time. While waiting for the water to rise, Collins journeyed to Louisville,
Kentucky, to purchase and ship the hay and oats destined for Fort Gibson, sending the
supplies to the mouth of White River to wait for an opportunity to ship it upriver. Some
of the corn and oats already destined for the forts was stranded along the river between
the Mississippi and Little Rock until the waters rose. He was still in Louisville in late
April, but returned to Fort Gibson to consult with Colonel Arbuckle about establishing a
supply depot at Little Rock. Woodruff confirmed that at least nine steamboats operated
on the Arkansas River in late April 1834, but none of them could make their way beyond
Little Rock and most were stranded at or below Pine Bluff. So for most of 1834, Collins
was busy supervising only one road project while performing other duties, but 1835
found him occupied throughout the whole territory on numerous road projects.53
Collins received his orders from the quartermaster general’s office during the first
week of January 1835 to proceed with the examination, survey, and opening of the
several roads under his supervision, beginning with the Little Rock to Columbia, Chicot
County road. He expected to have all of the roads examined, surveyed, and marked by the
beginning of spring, an ambitious schedule but doable since the winter weather had
halted work on the Memphis to St. Francis River road, allowing Collins to focus his
attention on the other projects. Assisted by Samuel M. Rutherford and Allen Martin, who
acted as surveyor, the team first examined the route from Little Rock to Columbia,
searching for the best route, and then returned to Little Rock, surveying and marking the
route as they backtracked to their starting point. They arrived in Little Rock on March 20,
1835, after surveying a 138 mile route which crossed Bayou Bartholomew on the way to
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Pine Bluff, and on to Little Rock. Between the Mississippi River and Bayou
Bartholomew, the road encountered river bottoms, but once across Bartholomew the
terrain was higher and hillier, allowing for a good road surface. The team did not tarry in
Little Rock, though. By the first week of April, they headed to the mouth of Cache River
to conduct the same chore towards opening that road. Once the survey of the road to
Helena was complete, the team then went to William Strong’s on the St. Francis River to
begin the survey to Batesville; and from there the team headed to Jackson to survey from
that village westward over the Ozarks to Fayetteville and onward to Fort Smith.54
Allen Martin, performing the surveying duties with Collins, wrote a letter to
Woodruff from the mouth of Cache, informing the editor of the progress of the surveys.
The Helena to Cache River survey had been completed on April 24, marking out a road
of just over fifty miles over “generally rolling up land” on the western end, and on the
eastern half, “excepting the hills, immediately back of Helena, runs through the richest
tract of country I ever saw; and many fine farms may be made on the western half, on
very superior soil.” The only overflowed areas, according to Martin, occurred along the
eastern bank of Big Creek—almost midway between Cache and Helena—for about two
hundred yards, but typically lasting only two or three days at extreme high water stages.
Few bridges were required along the route, and those necessary would be “of but little
consequence.” Collins and his team turned north along Crowley’s Ridge to William
Strong’s to begin the next road survey, revising the expected completion date of all the
surveys to the first of July (see fig. 19).55
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Figure 19. Map of the road from Columbia, on the Mississippi River in the southeast
corner of Arkansas, to Pine Bluff. David H. Burr, “Map of Mississippi, Louisiana &
Arkansas,” from The American Atlas, Exhibiting the Post Offices, Canals, Rail Roads,
and the Physical & Political Divisions of the United States of North America,
Constructed from the Government Surveys & Other Official Materials, Under the
Direction of the Post Master General (London: John Arrowsmith, 1839). From Library of
Congress, Geography and Map Division. http://hdl.loc.gov/loc.gmd/g3700m.gct00185
(accessed October 30, 2011).
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Thanks to the diligent communications of Martin, the public, through the
Arkansas Gazette, was kept abreast of the trekking of the survey team as it made its arc
across the northern hills and mountains heading westward. Having first examined the
routes, the team began its survey from Fort Smith and reversed its steps eastward. From
Fort Smith, the road crossed the Arkansas River at Van Buren, turning north to
Fayetteville, where the team arrived at the end of the fifty-sixth mile from Fort Smith on
May 21. Among the rivers crossed on the way to Jackson were the White River and its
tributaries of War Eagle and King’s rivers, Big North Fork at Liberty, the Strawberry
River in mile 214, and the Spring River at nearly 247 miles from Fort Smith before
terminating at Jackson, 250 miles from Fort Smith and connecting with the Jackson to
Missouri road. One benefit that Martin saw in the course of the road over such a
mountainous country was that the flinty terrain formed a natural pavement for most of the
route, and for once there was a road where no bridges or causeways were required.56
From Jackson the surveyors made their way back to Batesville and down the
northeast side of the White River, crossing to the south side of the river where the
Jackson to Little Rock road made its crossing. After passing through Oil Trough, the road
re-crossed the White River after a little more than twenty-seven miles from Batesville
before reaching Litchfield. Between Litchfield and the hills of Crowley’s Ridge, the road
crossed the swamps of Cache River, Bayou de Vue, and L’Anquille River. Unfortunately,
there was no alternative but to cross the swamps in the shortest route possible, a distance
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of thirty-four miles, and required causeways nearly the whole length. The road’s
termination at Strong’s was a little over seventy-eight miles from Batesville.57
Evidently in the same April mail to Little Rock as Martin’s communication,
Collins submitted the bid proposal advertisements for both the Chicot to Little Rock and
Helena to mouth of Cache roads, to run in the newspaper until July 1, at which date the
sealed bids were opened. These advertisements were also submitted to the Advocate, now
published by Albert Pike and an anti-Jackson paper; and to the Times, a relative
newcomer in Little Rock, published by Jefferson Smith and James H. Reed and noted to
be a “white Jackson paper.” The Chicot to Little Rock road was divided into five sections
for bidding purposes, while the Helena to Cache had two divisions. Both roads were to be
opened twenty feet wide and cleared of all brush, cane, and trees. Trees under eighteen
inches diameter were to be cut to the ground, those over eighteen inches were to be cut to
within six inches of the ground. As usual, the banks at all water crossings and the points
of hills were to be dug to twenty feet wide. No bridging was specified for either road, but
causeways were to be twelve feet wide on the Helena to Cache road, corduroyed with
timbers at least six inches thick. Compared with the Fort Gibson to Little Rock road and
the Memphis to Little Rock road, the bid instructions for the other roads built by the
federal government had become more abbreviated and probably explained the relative
quickness in which these later roads were completed. The contracts were awarded to
Jared C. Martin, brother of Allen Martin, for the Little Rock to Chicot road; and William
Strong for the Helena to mouth of Cache River road. The Martins were influential in
Pulaski County, and at the time Allen was surveying the road routes he also served as
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deputy surveyor for the land offices in the territory. Both men served in the territorial and
state legislatures.58
Bid proposals for the road from Strong’s to Batesville were submitted to the Little
Rock newspapers July 23, 1835, with the contract awarded on August 25. Collins did not
include this road’s bidding with the other two roads earlier in the month due to not having
received Jesup’s instructions regarding this road. The road was divided into seven
sections and, as were the other roads, to be opened twenty feet wide. The trees, however,
were to be “entirely cleared to the ground.” But no mention was made in the proposal
advertisement of the lengthy causeways required or of any bridging, making this
advertisement the least detailed of all of the projects. Collins also stated that
arrangements had been made to begin work on the Jackson to Fort Smith road, “as soon
as the crops are laid by that labourers can be procured,” without elaborating on what
those arrangements were, or where the laborers were coming from—whether slave labor
or small farmers from the area. While the other roads were through country populated by
planters using slave labor which could be hired out for road building when not needed on
the plantations, the road over the northern tier of the territory crossed country populated
by small farmers or hunters who had no slaves.59
Allen and Jared Martin also needed laborers to work on the Chicot to Little Rock
road, but their timing probably made it difficult to obtain workers. Advertising in the
Gazette of September 8, 1835, the contractors wanted to hire “twenty able-bodied,
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industrious hands…for whose labor we will pay Eighteen Dollars per month, per hand.”
To allay fears of contracting fevers working in swampy conditions, the part of the road
the workers would be responsible for clearing was “over a high, rolling and healthy
country,” not subject to the fever-ridden bottomlands. Since September was at the height
of the cotton picking and crop harvesting season, the procurement of any kind of laborers
had to be suspect and delayed the progress of this road, and the other roads in the territory
as well.60
Optimistic as usual at the beginning of such projects, Collins initially anticipated
completing all of the roads under his supervision in the fall, as far as the appropriations
would allow, acknowledging that the funds for these roads were insufficient to complete
them. By early December, seventy miles of both the Fort Smith to Jackson and Strong’s
to Batesville roads had been completed; thirty-five miles of the Helena to Cache had been
opened; and ninety miles from Little Rock to Chicot had been completed. For all but the
first road, the miles completed represented the majority of the lengths of these roads. But
the portions incomplete were the miles requiring bridging and causewaying, the most
expensive portions. Collins submitted his estimates to Jesup to complete the roads under
his supervision, which coincidentally agreed closely with the amounts the territorial
legislature had memorialized Congress for in its November 1835 session. Combined, the
roads from Little Rock to St. Francis River, Fort Smith to Jackson, Strong’s to Batesville,
Helena to mouth of Cache, Little Rock to Chicot, and the Missouri line to Fulton totaled
an estimated one hundred forty thousand dollars to complete, with the most expensive
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item being thirty-five thousand for Strong’s to Batesville road. The least amount was ten
thousand for the Helena to Cache river road.61
By January 1836, Collins halted work on the Fort Smith to Jackson road, but the
completed portion from Jackson westward intersected the “old road” where it crossed the
North Fork of the White River and ran to Washington County. Even in its incomplete
state, and if no other appropriations were made to complete the road, Collins believed
that the road already benefited the inhabitants of the territory since the road made a direct
route from the east to Washington County, “the most populous in the Territory.” The
other roads in the territory under his supervision also ran into delays due to the weather
and the wet conditions, forcing stoppages during the spring of 1836. By the summer of
1836, statehood became a clear possibility, and the issue of responsibility for internal
improvements within the future state became a concern. None of the roads begun under
federal authority had been completed and needed further appropriations. The problem
became one of convincing the federal government that these roads represented national
interests and should be completed using federal funds. Governor William S. Fulton
expressed his views in his last address to the general assembly as territorial governor in
October 1835. Fulton told the assembly that their actions in the legislative session should
be directed towards the change in status, and that appropriations from the “national
treasury will then, in a great measure cease.” Since roads were already under
construction, with an officer supervising the work and for military purposes, those roads
were expected to receive funding to complete them in the days ahead. Therefore, the
61
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assembly should continue to seek appropriations for those purposes and for improving the
navigation of Arkansas’s rivers along with land donations for a railroad from the
Mississippi River to the Red River, which would also aid in defense of the frontier and
supply the military posts, all which served the national interest. Unfortunately, Fulton’s
premonition about the cessation of internal improvement appropriations after attainment
of statehood proved to be correct, and the military roads in Arkansas failed to receive
funding, ending work on these important branch roads after 1836. The trunk road from
Memphis to Little Rock faced its own problems, with Collins active in at least half of its
fate.62
One last military road came to fruition towards the end of the 1830s but was
opened beyond the western state boundary: the Fort Smith to Fort Towson military road.
The army attempted opening this road in the 1820s but never completed it. As Texas
became a friendly independent nation and large groups of civilized Native Americans
populated the border just west of the established states, the needs for protection on the
western frontier changed also. Part of the promises given to the removing nations was
that the United States would help defend the emigrants from indigenous groups on the
plains. The revised defense plans for the western frontier took this promise into account.
On July 2, 1836, an act was approved authorizing the surveying and opening of a road to
the west of the Missouri and Arkansas borders, connecting the existing forts from the Red
River northward, and extending to Fort Snelling on the Mississippi River near presentday St. Paul, Minnesota. Included in the one hundred thousand dollar appropriation was
the repair of the forts, but the bulk of the funds was to open the connecting road. Delays
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due to other circumstances, such as a new war in Florida to remove the Seminoles, stalled
the plan until 1838.63
By 1837, strategy changes were necessary to reflect the changes on the frontier as
well as in the settled states bordering the frontier. When the defense system was first
proposed, supplies to the frontier outposts had to come from farther away in the East and
along relatively non-existent paths. With the improvements to roads and especially to
rivers, troops and supplies could be delivered to depots established within Arkansas and
delivered more surely and quickly by steamboat or wagon, if necessary. The only
problem was the communication between the frontier forts along the north-south line. To
resolve that issue, the War Department ordered a road between Fort Towson on the Red
River and Fort Smith on the Arkansas River surveyed to determine the best route. Fort
Smith had been revived as a depot and garrison for the frontier posts at the insistence of
the citizens surrounding the old fort, but particularly John Rogers, who held title to the
land best suited for another fort at the Fort Smith location.64
By September 1838, a three-member team of officers was assigned to choose and
survey the best route between Fort Towson and Fort Smith. Major William G. Belknap of
the Eighth Infantry Regiment, Captain Benjamin Bonneville of the Seventh Infantry
Regiment, and Major James D. Graham of the Topographical Engineers were to examine
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several routes, but only Belknap and Bonneville made the examinations as Graham was
ill. One officer favored one route, the other favored another route and the two could come
to terms on a common route. When Belknap and Bonneville went their separate ways in
October, Belknap made another examination, determined a suitable route, and submitted
it to the secretary of war for approval. The instructions for determining the route insisted
that the road had to be routed through the Indian country, which Belknap accomplished.65
After the road departed from Fort Smith, it ran due south on the west side of the
boundary line between Arkansas and Indian Territory for forty miles before diverging to
the southwest, avoiding the Kiamechi Mountains. This route attempted to avoid the
problems of traversing rough mountain ridges and streams that the earlier attempt
encountered in the 1820s. While the troopers who constructed the road were successful to
some degree in avoiding the rough terrain, Captain Joseph Bonnell of the Eighth Infantry
Regiment found places along the road that still required some effort to travel. Bonnell
found the mountain range that divided the waters that flowed into the Arkansas River
from those that flowed into the Red River “tolerably severe; the ascent is very steep…I
was obliged to put fourteen oxen in the teams to get them up to the top” where the
detachment of recruits Bonnell was taking to Fort Towson camped for the night. The
other steep region was met with closer to the Kiamechi River and Fort Towson. The
major problem for travelers on the road, according to Bonnell, was the shortage of water.
The streams were full in the spring, but dry in the summer months and far apart making
for a difficult march. Still, Bonnell recommended going to Fort Towson by way of Fort
Smith rather than from Fort Jesup due to the higher cost of teams employed at the latter
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post. The distance was also much shorter between Fort Smith and Fort Towson than from
Fort Jesup, “which is a great matter with a recruit, unaccustomed to marching and to the
climate.” At the time that Bonnell made the first journey on the new road, it was not quite
finished.66
By early August 1839, other travelers found the road completed and praised its
construction. The ascent over the divide that Bonnell encountered had been graded to an
acceptable gradient. The correspondent who travelled the road and reported his
experience claimed that good water could be found along the road at intervals of two to
five miles, refuting Bonnell’s warnings about summer travelling on the road. By opening
the road mostly through prairie, the army finally could claim that they had finished at
least one military road during the period. This could not be said of the many other roads
and river improvements in or affecting Arkansas before 1840, such as the Memphis to
Little Rock road.67
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CHAPTER 7
MEMPHIS TO LITTLE ROCK—A TALE OF TWO ROADS
The military roads built in Arkansas before and in conjunction with the rebuilding
of the Memphis to Little Rock Military Road used methods typical of most American
road construction up to that time. Once money was appropriated, local men were
suggested to the president for appointment as commissioners to examine and mark the
best route, and then an army officer was ordered to supervise opening the road along the
marked route. The labor was assigned as a duty to an army unit—as with the Fort Gibson
to Little Rock road—or contracts were awarded to the lowest bidders for the work using
local labor, either free or slave. But the splitting of the Memphis and Little Rock route
into two divisions contrasted the traditional ways with the emerging more engineered
approach towards road building by assigning one division to the territorial governor and
the other division to the Corps of Engineers. Even alternative means for funding the work
was offered but rejected. The second attempt at building the Memphis to Little Rock road
could be seen as a transitional step in how internal improvement projects were conducted
before the end of the antebellum period.
A resolution for inquiring into the expediency of making additional appropriations
to complete the road from Memphis to Little Rock was introduced into the House of
Representatives in December 1829, resulting in the reporting of a bill from the House
Committee on Internal Improvements to the committee of the whole House in January
1830. The bill placed the authority for examining the road, determining the amount of
repairs necessary, and accepting contract bids for the work with the territorial governor.
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Unfortunately, the bill went no further than being read on the House floor and the issue
remained dormant until 1832.1
A new bill was introduced to the House from the Committee on Internal
Improvements in January 1832, which was virtually the same bill as in 1830, with the
addition of a proviso calling on the territorial legislature to pass an act for erecting
turnpike gates on the road and collecting tolls for use in keeping the road in repair, before
any drafts on the federal treasury could be made by the governor. As this bill stalled in
the House, in March 1832 petitioners along the route requested a twenty thousand dollar
appropriation from Congress in order to rebuild the portion of the road from Little Rock
to the St. Francis River. For the portion between the St. Francis River and Memphis, “the
worst part of the road,” the petitioners suggested that the territory be given the authority
to raise a lottery, a common method of raising funds for internal improvements in the late
1820s, and to erect toll booths to “exact a reasonable toll” from everyone except the
United States government.2
Several advantages would be gained by rebuilding the road. It increased the value
of the public lands since emigrants would not be hindered from settling and cultivating
the lands. It allowed for transport of goods to Memphis and the Mississippi River. It
allowed more emigrants to move deeper into the territory, which meant the more people
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who settled in Arkansas, the sooner the territory could become a state. This latter point
reflected the financial burden a territorial government placed on the federal government
and the rest of the Union. The sooner Arkansas gained statehood, the quicker the Union
eliminated that money drain. The last reason given for repair of the road was to bring
more people into the territory to form a barrier against the Indians and any possible
foreign forces that may attack over the western frontier.3
The foreign threat had appeared a certainty in late 1830, when trouble brewed on
the border between Arkansas and Mexico. Mexicans settled on lands claimed by
Arkansas Territory, an area where the Indian population had already been forced to move
westward across the border. Surveyors marking the boundary separating Arkansas from
Louisiana became involved in the dispute when the surveyors questioned how far west
they should run the line. Jackson wanted the line run as far westward as possible into the
disputed area, since neither side knew for certain the exact location of the western border.
Until the United States and Mexico negotiated a treaty settling the border dispute, the
surveyors were not to assume anything either way. The situation placed the surveyors and
the Americans on the frontier in a precarious position.4
Representative Joseph Duncan from Illinois, a former soldier in the War of 1812
and later a brigadier general during the Black Hawk War of 1832, had foreseen this
situation as indicated in a letter dated March 25, 1828, to Major General Edmund P.
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Gaines, with a copy of a resolution sent to the House of Representatives from the
Committee on Military Affairs. The resolution called for the “raising of eight companies
of mounted volunteers, to be stationed upon our frontiers as a protection from the
Indians; and…disbanding from the existing peace establishment one regiment of
infantry.”5 Gaines affirmed Duncan’s proposal on the mounted volunteers but disagreed
on the disbanding of the infantry regiment. Gaines wanted the infantry kept intact in the
event of war with a foreign power—such as Mexico—for the defense of New Orleans.6
In December 1829, Major General Alexander Macomb suggested essentially the same
plan as Gaines’s which allowed the force to protect not only Arkansas but also Louisiana
and Missouri, along with protecting the “lucrative” Santa Fe trade.7 By combining these
three plans for defense and the linking of the Mississippi River to Little Rock, Major
Stephen Long’s original 1818 strategy of establishing a line of frontier forts connected by
roads to each other and to the East came closer to reality. To make the plan work, the
roads were needed to move troops to and along the frontier. The new combined plan
enhanced the need for completing the military road from Memphis.
By early 1832, all of the lands in Crittenden County had been surveyed and
offered for sale, including land directly opposite Memphis. During the year, all of the
lands in the territory were expected to be proclaimed for sale. Coincidentally,
Congressman Charles F. Mercer, Chairman of the House Committee on Internal
5
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Improvements, stated that the committee wanted to know from Secretary of War Lewis
Cass the practicality of using a military force to construct the portion of the Military
Road from Memphis to Little Rock if a bill for that purpose passed both houses of
Congress and was approved by the president. The committee foresaw that it would take a
much larger appropriation than Congress would grant to rebuild the road without such
military aid. The committee felt the road was too important not to be passable at all times
of the year. Mercer’s letter was passed on to Macomb, who essentially stated that the
military could not provide the labor to build the road. From this point on, the road was
split into two separate projects.8
The appropriation that was requested in March 1832 to rebuild the road passed
Congress, and Jackson approved it on July 3, 1832. Congress appropriated twenty
thousand dollars toward rebuilding the portion of the road from Little Rock to the St.
Francis River, under the supervision of the governor. Road building would be a new
experience for Pope, who requested instructions from Cass on how to go about
performing the task. He especially needed to know from whom would he draw the money
to pay for the construction.9 Cass informed Pope that the governor had discretion as to the
mode of construction—whether to bid it out by contract or to hire laborers directly with
no contractors involved. If Pope let contracts for bid, he had to send copies of the
contracts with his certificate to the War Department. Otherwise, bills for purchases and
8
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monthly rolls for the services of the laborers and other workers were required and had to
be certified by Pope. An account current also had to be submitted at the end of each
quarter, showing receipts and expenditures. All of these documents had to be submitted
to the War Department who would deposit funds in banks on which Pope wrote drafts.10
Realizing he needed help, Pope requested the aid of a military man to supervise
the road construction. Pope had a particular officer in mind: Captain Isaac Clark, an
assistant quartermaster at Fort Gibson. Under Jesup’s orders, Clark had conducted a study
of the troubles and costs of navigating the Arkansas River to supply and reinforce Fort
Gibson. Clark’s thoroughness and his reputation as a well-trained engineer and a man of
integrity prompted Pope to seek him out to assist in the road work. Pope took no chances
and sent letters to Jesup, Cass, and Jackson requesting Clark’s assignment to the road. If
he could not have Clark, Pope insisted he needed someone since “so much money has
been wasted to so little purpose on projects of this sort that I was desirous to have the aid
of one on whose skill, energy and discretion I could rely on with confidence.” Pope
evidently had heard that Clark would be difficult to get and began trying to get the best
man available.11
Cass responded quickly—in just twelve days—and told Pope that Clark was
indispensable on his present duties, but another officer, Lieutenant Richard D’Cantillon
Collins, would be sent to assist Pope. Cass played up Collins’s abilities to Pope, as did
Major Trueman Cross, the acting quartermaster general. Cross did admit, however, that
Clark would have been their first choice had he been available. As it turned out, Collins
10
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and his wife were in Little Rock at the time communications were being sent back and
forth regarding him. Pope acknowledged that he had met Collins but had not realized that
the officer was available for the Little Rock to St. Francis River road project since he was
already assigned to supervise opening the Washington to Jackson road. Collins suited
Pope, as he mainly needed someone to instruct him in making estimates and knowing the
prices for materials and services.12
Wasting no time waiting on the army to send someone to help him, Pope hired
men to repair and improve the Little Rock to St. Francis River road and anticipated
completion by January 1, 1833. Advertisements published in the Arkansas Gazette called
for thirty laborers to work on the road. The road started five miles north of Little Rock
and extended to the mouth of the Cache River on the White River. The advertisers paid
sixteen dollars per month to “stout able-bodied men” and gave employment for six or
eight months, unless winter conditions suspended the work. The prospective employers
were Samson Gray and Samuel M. Rutherford. Gray’s house and place of business was
located near the road.13
The decision not to take bids for contracts became a political problem for the
governor. Criticism from the Arkansas Advocate claimed Pope decided to hire only his
personal friends in constructing the road and that the appropriation would be wasted by
these men. Woodruff supported the governor, stating that projects built by the lowest
12
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bidders usually meant shoddy work and delays resulting in law suits. The men engaged in
the work had vested interests in seeing it completed on time and in the best condition
possible since they lived along the road and used the road for their livelihood. Besides
Gray and Rutherford, David Rorer and William Strong were also agents on the road
construction. Rorer owned a ferry across the Arkansas River about three miles below the
ferry owned by Crittenden, and Strong worked from his home on the road at the eastern
end. As owner of the original ferry across the river, Crittenden accused Pope of routing
the road away from his ferry in order to benefit Rorer’s ferry. Woodruff diffused this
claim by showing that the road still terminated at the river at Crittenden’s ferry, although
the new ferry eliminated the monopoly Crittenden held. According to Woodruff, about
four miles were rerouted to avoid the Arkansas River bottoms and take advantage of
higher ground.14
No appropriation had been made to complete the eastern portion of the road and
Pope requested help from Cass toward gaining one. Meanwhile, Collins traveled to
Memphis along the road to see for himself what would be required to complete the
Memphis end and to send dollar figures to Sevier in Washington to request an
appropriation. Collins found the route from St. Francis River to Memphis to be thirtyseven miles long, of which seven miles had to be raised ten feet at a cost of twenty-five
dollars per rod—a rod measuring sixteen feet six inches—while twenty miles had to be
raised four to five feet at ten dollars per rod; and ten miles had to be raised two to three
feet at three dollars per rod. Collins advocated floating bridges for crossing three lakes
rather than building the road around the lakes since cypress timber was abundant near the
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lakes and the cost would be four dollars per foot for the total length of six hundred yards.
He proposed frame bridges to cross sloughs at an average height of twelve feet and a total
length of fifteen hundred yards at three dollars per foot. In total, Collins believed the road
could be made “good and permanent” for $150,000. He suggested that the embankments
be constructed using a series of pens, or some other method, to confine the dirt until it
had settled over time and use and became firm, to avoid erosion.15
The winter of 1833 was comparatively mild and allowed road construction to
progress much faster than planned. Pope anticipated the completion of the Little Rock
end of the road by the first of April or May. Some parts of the road were too wet for work
and were not dry enough until the summer or fall. Wanting to return to Kentucky to see
his family and conduct personal business, Pope needed the balance of the appropriation
sent to the bank in New Orleans so he could write drafts on the road account to pay his
workers. Not all of the money would be used immediately, though, as an amount had to
be held back to pay the workers who completed those wet sections later. Jesup
acknowledged this request and ordered Collins to help the governor get the road accounts
in order to be submitted to the War Department. Pope became enthralled in the road work
which created a break from the other tedious duties of administering the territory. “I am
gratified to learn that the business will be confided in me,” Pope wrote to Cass, “as I am
desirous to make one experiment whether it is possible in this distant plantation to have
the public money fairly & beneficially expended.”16
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The report Pope made to Cass in March 1833 indicated his excitement as Pope
stated that Collins had made an inspection of the entire length from Little Rock to St.
Francis River and that he considered at least seven miles of the road near Little Rock
“equal if not superior to most of the macadamized roads in the nation and done for less
than 200 dollars a mile.” Macadamized roads had become popular in Great Britain and in
areas of the eastern United States. Named for John Loudon McAdams, the roads used
uniformly broken stone packed into a prepared roadbed of layers of varying sized stones,
which created a very hard and durable surface, but very expensive. With its swampy
conditions and lack of nearby rocks, this type of road was out of the question for the
Little Rock to Memphis road. Pope heard rumors that the appropriation for the eastern
portion of the road had finally been approved and that he would supervise its construction
as well. In response, he stated that he was “desirous to make one experiment whether it is
possible in this distant plantation to have the public money fairly and beneficially
expended” on such a project. Pope left for Kentucky at the end of the month, leaving
Collins in charge of the road work.17
The appropriation for rebuilding the Memphis to St. Francis River road had
indeed been approved by Jackson on March 2, 1833. Initially the bill had been for the
incorporation of the St. Francis Road Company, which would be funded by a one
hundred thousand dollar appropriation from the federal government and one hundred and
thirty thousand dollars of subscriptions obtained by the chartered company locally. The
turnpike company consisted of several businessmen from Tennessee, led by John C.
McLemore of Memphis. Reported out of the House Committee on Internal Improvements
17
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on May 2, 1832, the bill was amended on December 28, 1832, striking out the entire text
of the incorporated company and inserting a one hundred thousand dollar appropriation to
repair the road but required a United States engineer to carry it out, keeping the road a
military road. Congress deemed the road important to Arkansas and to the United States
government for carrying mails and transporting Indians by land, and the government
wanted to have the road open immediately. Sevier requested an experienced engineer to
survey the road, and since Pope supervised the western portion of the road, he should be
made superintendent of the eastern portion as well at no cost to the government. Tied to
the road act was an act passed to survey certain rivers, including the White and St.
Francis Rivers in Arkansas, for which Sevier also requested an engineer who could report
to the next session of Congress on his findings. This meant an engineer already in the
territory, which almost certainly meant Collins. Sevier stated that Collins would do well
for both the river survey and the Memphis to St. Francis road also. However, Collins was
heavily involved in the several road projects in the territory and another engineer was
slated to work on the road and river projects.18
The War Department appreciated Pope’s work and would have been happy to
allow him to continue on the eastern portion had it not been for the law turning the
completion of the road over to the military. By May 1833, Pope had not received a
response from Jesup regarding the balance of the appropriation drafts to pay the workers,
who were being paid at from eighteen to twenty dollars per month—an increase of ten

18

Arkansas Gazette, June 6, 1832; To Incorporate the St. Francis Road Company of the
Territory of Arkansas, HR 560, 22nd Cong., 1st sess., (May 2, 1832; amended December 28,
1832), 1-9; An act for the construction of a road from the Mississippi river to William Strong’s,
on the St. Francis river, in the territory of Arkansas, March 2, 1833, ch. 71, Stats at Large of USA
4(1846), 650; Sevier to Cass, March 3, 1833, Territorial Papers, vol. 21, 695-696.

308

dollars a month over other labor in the territory. Weather and the wetness of the ground
had suspended work on the road in February, but the work resumed the second week in
May. Pope advanced almost three thousand dollars to the agents working on the road to
meet the current expenses but it would not be until July or August before he absolutely
needed the appropriation balance. If Jesup sent the drafts before Pope returned in
September, Collins knew what to do with them. The freight and charges for plows and
scrapers brought from Louisville, Kentucky, to work on the road were the only debts
unpaid on the road. In the meantime, Pope left the territory for Kentucky to see his
family, especially since he had left his sick wife in Kentucky the previous September.19
While Fulton served as acting governor, the War Department deposited five
thousand dollars in the New Orleans’ bank to Pope’s credit. Fulton acknowledged the
deposit to Cass but claimed Pope did not give him any instructions regarding the funds,
nor did Fulton have any knowledge of the condition of the road. Fulton’s claim would be
believable were it not for the fact that Pope had reported on the condition of the road in a
letter to the people published in the Arkansas Gazette on April 10, 1833. Why Fulton did
not simply ask Collins what to do with the funds is unanswered, but Fulton used the
incident to show negligence on the part of the absent governor.20
Anticipation of completion of the road and its usefulness became evident when
proposals were sought for new mail routes in Arkansas, one being for the mails between
Memphis and Little Rock and back twice a week. The significance of this proposal was
that the postal service riders could make the deliveries in half the time than previously.
19
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The confidence that these times could be met was evidenced by the penalties assessed for
lateness or non-delivery of the mail. For every ten minutes the mail was late at any of the
post offices along the route, mail riders were penalized five dollars. For non-delivery, the
rider was assessed the price of a trip, and for repeated lateness or non-delivery, the rider’s
contract could be annulled. Prospective riders indicated in their proposals whether they
would use four- or two-horse stage coaches or something completely different.21
The territorial general assembly submitted its usual flurry of memorials to
Congress during their 1833 session that autumn. Among them was a request for an
additional twenty-five thousand dollar appropriation to complete the Little Rock to St.
Francis road, five thousand dollars more than the original appropriation to complete the
whole section of road. This amount was considered necessary for a road that Pope
deemed nearly complete in March. Also, the assembly asked for authorization for
military bounty land warrant owners to “float” or relinquish their lands in Arkansas
Territory. This effort would allow the territory to obtain public lands and resell them to
bring needed cash into the treasury.22
Pope sensed the end of the project nearing. In a letter to Cass dated June 14, 1834,
Pope stated that he had closed his account of expenditures on the Little Rock to St.
Francis road and had $140 in his favor. Tools remaining from the construction would
indemnify him for that amount, and presuming the tools would be needed on other road
projects, he kept the tools at Little Rock unless the War Department had other plans for
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them. Pope then offered suggestions to the secretary for future road projects, based on his
experience with this road.23
A good overseer with twelve workers proved to be best, according to Pope. Wage
rates should be fifty-two dollars per month for overseers and twenty dollars per month for
workers. Including the cost of a wagon, team, and provisions, the monthly cost for one
company of men came to four hundred dollars. Ten companies with the same formation
working along several sections of the road would cost four thousand dollars per month.
Pope added twenty-five percent for superintendents and the odd contingencies that came
up during construction to arrive at a figure of one thousand dollars per month. Totaled,
Pope considered the expenditure of nine thousand dollars per month for 120 workers, or
sixty thousand dollars per year, extravagant. His experience told him that 192 workers,
sixteen companies of twelve men each, having a separate part of the road to improve or
repair would cost ninety thousand dollars per year if continually employed.24
The road neared completion and Pope claimed to have traveled the entire length
of the work twice. Parts of the road were as good as anywhere in the Union, but other
parts suffered in quality and completion. He attributed the deficiencies to the weather and
the inexperience of the workers in those sections. The weather, though, had been
“uncommonly dry” at the time of his writing, and the workers could resume work in the
swamps. If they started work soon, the whole road could be completed by January or
March 1835. He only needed another fifteen to twenty thousand dollar appropriation and
the continued assistance of Collins to complete the repairs and improvements. Pope still
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rejected the idea of awarding the job to the lowest bidders and believed that the quality
would be impaired if that happened.25
On June 30, 1834, Jackson approved the fifteen thousand dollar appropriation that
Pope needed. Pope heard about the appropriation, but his continued supervision of the
road had not been confirmed as of August 11. He wrote to Jesup telling the quartermaster
general that he desired to stay on as superintendent and see the project through to the
end.26 Instead, Pope’s political and road building careers in Arkansas came to an abrupt
halt when his political enemies influenced Jackson not to reappoint Pope to another term
as governor. Woodruff lost the appointment as the government printer and he accused
Pope of being behind his losing that trade. More importantly to the road project,
Woodruff charged Pope with venality in charging a two and a half per cent commission
for disbursing the twenty thousand dollar appropriation for supervising the road
construction, while Collins was the one who actually did the work. The five hundred
dollar commission compensated the governor for the expenses incurred by him in riding
the length of the road, supervising and examining the work. According to Woodruff,
Pope never rode the entire length of the road with the intent of inspecting it, but “may
have taken a few hours’ ride along it…for exercise and recreation” as others had done.
Pope did travel the road on his return trip from Kentucky, but Woodruff felt this did not
entitle the governor to payment, any more than any other traveler. Combined with Pope’s
extra duties in seeing the new state house constructed, Woodruff deduced that Pope had
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pursued these jobs for “pecuniary gain” and not the patriotism Pope professed. The
sudden and vicious attack on Pope by Woodruff was also partly due to Pope’s supposed
involvement in the establishment of a new local newspaper, the Political Intelligencer.
This new competition to the Gazette opposed Ambrose Sevier who Woodruff and the
Gazette supported.27
Fulton, Pope’s most influential enemy, wrote letters to members of Jackson’s
administration who could persuade the president to turn against Pope and appoint Fulton
as governor. In all of Pope’s correspondence to the administration in Washington,
including to Jackson, he stated he wanted to remain in office long enough to complete
important business Congress had placed in his charge which implied the Military Road
project.28 Fulton used perhaps the one argument that he knew would turn Jackson against
Pope. Fulton claimed that Pope was a covert “Bank man,” meaning that even though
Pope called himself a Jackson-man, he supported Jackson’s enemies in Congress who
fought for the Bank of the United States which Jackson worked to dismantle. Regardless
of the truth of these accusations, Jackson claimed that Pope had told him that he intended
to resign or at least not seek reappointment when his term expired. On February 27, 1835,
William S. Fulton became territorial governor of Arkansas and the Military Road lost one
of its best friends.29

27

Arkansas Gazette, September 30, 1834.

28

Pope to Secretary of State John Forsyth, September 29, 1834, Territorial Papers, vol.
21, 976-991; and Pope to Forsyth, February 2, 1835, ibid., 1017-1018.
29

Fulton to Jackson, December 17, 1834, ibid., 1002-1006; Fulton to William B. Lewis,
December 19, 1834, ibid., 1006-1008; Forsyth to Pope, February 28, 1835, ibid., 1029-1030; and
Commission of William S. Fulton as Governor, February 27, 1835, ibid., 1029. The February 28,
1835, letter from Forsyth included an endorsement from Jackson that stated: “The Governor
wrote me some time before his time expired, that he intended to resign, or, at least, would not be

313

Collins continued supervising the Little Rock to St. Francis road which had been
taken over by the quartermaster department, but he had been saddled with several other
projects to superintend: Helena to the mouth of Cache road, Strong’s to Batesville road,
Jackson to Fort Smith road, and the Chicot to Little Rock road. Given the authority to
draw on the different road accounts, in April 1835 he asked that all of the funds be
deposited to banks so that he did not have to make several trips whenever he needed to
pay on the roads. By July, workers on the bridge spans made progress as fast as the
weather allowed. On the other roads, Collins planned to start work “as soon as the crops
are laid by that laborers can be procured.” However, on December 2 he stated that about
forty miles of the Little Rock to St. Francis road had been repaired, less than half the total
distance of the section. And in his December 5 report to Jesup on the roads in his charge,
Collins estimated he required another thirty thousand dollars to complete the Little Rock
to St. Francis road, an appropriation that never came.30
As usual, the winter weather in January forced Collins to halt work on the Little
Rock to St. Francis road until the water drained off in the spring or summer. The bridge
work, however, continued through the winter. By early March, Collins planned to
increase the number of laborers on the road projects since the weather improved enough
to continue working, but the weather turned worse and only a few hands worked on the
road in the spring months. Collins also requested five thousand dollars for work
performed on the road. Optimistically, he planned to obtain a large enough work force by
a candidate for re-appointment, as I understood him, and I took it for granted as several were
recommended to me for the office.”
30
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June 1, 1836, to complete the project in the summer and fall or to take it as far to
completion as the appropriation allowed. On June 10, in anticipation of completing the
road, Collins requested the balance of the appropriation deposited in the Louisville bank
so he could make final payments.31
Events across the border in Texas made completion of the Military Road
imperative in early 1836. The Texas struggle for independence from Mexico became a
shooting war and Cass ordered Gaines to the western frontier of Louisiana, prepared to
engage either Mexican or Texan troops who attempted to cross into United States
territory during their conflict. Gaines assumed command of all United States troops that
might become involved along the border. Whatever happened, though, the United States
had to remain neutral in the conflict. Gaines also prepared for Indian hostilities, both
from those across the border and those living in United States territory against Mexico.
Troops sent to the western frontier had to travel on the Military Road.32
During this crisis, the Arkansas constitutional convention presented the proposed
state constitution to Secretary of State John Forsyth which was laid before Congress.
Senator James Buchanan of Pennsylvania introduced the statehood bill to the Senate on
March 22, 1836, and it passed the Senate April 4. The bill then passed the House on
June 13, 1836, and on June 15, 1836, Jackson approved the act admitting Arkansas into
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the Union, the same day as his approval of admitting the new state of Michigan. Final
organization of Arkansas’s state government occurred September 14, 1836.33
Progress on the eastern portion of the road from the Mississippi River to William
Strong’s stand on the St. Francis River had not gone as quickly as the western portion. On
March 27, 1833, Chief Engineer Brigadier General Charles Gratiot communicated to
Sevier that the Engineer Department had sent engineers to survey the road and examine
and survey the St. Francis River also. Arriving in Memphis on May 1, 1833, Dr. William
Howard, United States Civil Engineer, conducted the survey and prepared the report and
drawings submitted to the Topographical Bureau. Howard, a well-known and respected
engineer, had been a member of the first engineering parties supplied by the government
to the Baltimore and Ohio Railroad. The other members of that party included Major
Stephen Long and Major William McNeill, one of the nation’s most famous railroad
engineers. Along with his railroad work, Howard worked on improving the harbor at the
mouth of the Chicago River. Howard came to the project with an impressive resume. 34
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Inhabitants along the road showed interest in the workings of the engineers. A
correspondent—most probably William Strong—at the St. Francis River reported to the
Memphis Advocate that by May 22, Howard had partially surveyed the route and
believed that it suited the construction the government desired. Another article in the
Memphis Advocate stated that Howard had surveyed the road and estimated the heights
of the embankment as far as Bevin’s Lake, despite the heavy rains encountered. He also
sent exploring lines north and south of the survey to learn more about the topography to
either side of the road. The Indian trace, to the north of the survey and on higher ground,
had not been explored but Howard intended to investigate that route as well. He expected
to return to Memphis on the original road, but Howard could not tell how long the survey
would take since the crews had to frequently backtrack and correct their previous work.35
According to the Memphis Times newspaper, local inhabitants remained skeptical
about the new road’s success. Despite local knowledge arguing against the practicability
of building a road through the swamp and the flood waters from the Mississippi River,
Howard claimed building the road was practical but might cost more than the original
appropriation. His point, though, was that it was possible. He justified the extra funds
required by viewing it in relation to the road’s importance politically, commercially, and
militarily. Regardless of the skepticism surrounding his work, Howard completed the
survey around the end of June 1833. The Memphis Advocate lauded the work by telling
travelers to Arkansas that “Howard had marked out a new road that was in the finest
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condition for traveling, avoiding the obstructions (swamps, marshes, etc.) complained of
before. A traveler could now get from Memphis to Strong’s in a day.”36
By November 1833, the section of the road from William Strong’s house on the
St. Francis River to Memphis had been surveyed, but the reports and drawings were not
received by the Engineer Department until May 1834. After Howard finished the Military
Road survey, he superintended the survey of the Monongahela River, which the
government gave a higher priority for completion. Despite Abert’s promise of submittal
to Congress as soon as the secretary of war and the president had reviewed the papers, as
well as the introduction of a resolution by Mercer in the House to force the War
Department to submit the estimates, Howard’s report did not reach the House of
Representatives until January 14, 1835.37
After giving an extensive lecture on the hydrographic features of the Mississippi
River and other major rivers in the world like it, Howard stated that based on calculations
he made of the river’s flow and the height and current found in the overflows, his plan
would keep the road above the flood waters. The roadbed had to be raised at least twelve
to fourteen inches nearly the whole distance, but the earth used for building embankments
would come from the drainage ditches required along each side of the embankment. The
slope for the sides of the embankment required a two to one ratio—two feet of base for
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every one foot of rise. Berms were to be built along the ditches, large enough to have a
roadway on top, but they were not to be such that the ditch became a canal. Ramps or
slopes were to be built at crossings of the main military road.38
Trees on the south side of the roadway were to be cut down to a distance of
120 feet from the roadway, while on the north they were to be cut down only to 40 feet
from the roadway. This lop-sided clearing provided as much sunlight and air to reach the
roadway as possible to help in drying the surface. The trees cleared in this 160 foot space
could not be girdled and let fall in the future because they would fall and block the road,
if they did not fall on some poor traveler in the process. The trees to the south beyond the
120 foot range were girdled to another 60 feet from the roadway.39
The route planned followed the Mississippi River bank for about four miles, but
Howard was not sure how far away it should be from the river. From there it ran along
the south bank of Grandee Lake. Several houses had been built along the bank of the lake
so the road could not go as near the lake as Howard desired. At the fork of the existing
Military Road and the road to Greenock, the road ran west for eight miles. This location
was benchmark 7, and the terrain up to that point did not seem susceptible to overflow.
Benchmark 7 was seventeen miles from the Mississippi. From that point the route went
eight miles to Blackfish Lake, which was a total distance of twenty-five miles. The area
around Blackfish Lake appeared subject to flooding and the engineer decided to keep the
original road route since there did not seem to be any reason not to keep it. The route
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from Blackfish Lake to Bevin’s Slough was almost eight and one half miles and a total
distance of thirty-three miles.40
The original road called for ferries across Bevin’s and Shell Lakes, but no ferries
were ever used. Howard proposed changing the route and crossing the heads of those
lakes by bridging instead. Then the route crossed Beaver slough at a proposed bridge
before reaching the St. Francis River. The distance from the Mississippi was a total of
thirty-six miles. Howard then recommended crossing the St. Francis with a bridge,
designed by Major Stephen Long. The last comment Howard made in his report
suggested the main difficulty the future road builders would face: swamp sickness.
Howard claimed that the delay in submitting the report was due to nearly the whole
surveying party becoming sick from exposure to disease while conducting the survey (see
figs. 20-23).41
The Engineer Department did not wait for submittal of the report to Congress to
commence work on the Memphis to St. Francis road. The project became the
responsibility of the Corps of Engineers and Lieutenant Alexander H. Bowman on
June 18, 1834. Another West Point graduate, Bowman had been with the engineers since
his graduation in 1825, serving at the Military Academy as assistant professor of
geography, history and ethics until June 1826. From then until his assignment on the
Memphis to Little Rock road project, Bowman served as assistant engineer in the
construction of the defenses and of the improvement of the harbors and rivers on the Gulf
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Figure 20. Map of the Memphis to St. Francis River Road, showing the eastern portion from Memphis to
Mill Seat Lake, 1835. War Department, A report from the Topographical Bureau, in relation to the
survey of so much of the Little Rock and Memphis road as lies between the St. Francis and Mississippi
rivers, 23rd Cong., 2nd sess., 1835, H. Doc. 83.
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Figure 21. Map of the Memphis to St. Francis River Road, showing the middle portion from
Mill Seat Lake to Shell Lake. War Department, A report from the Topographical Bureau, in
relation to the survey of so much of the Little Rock and Memphis road as lies between the St.
Francis and Mississippi rivers, 23rd Cong., 2nd sess., 1835, H. Doc. 83.

Figure 22. Map of the Memphis to St. Francis River Road, showing the middle portion
from Shell Lake to William Strong’s above the St. Francis River. War Department, A
report from the Topographical Bureau, in relation to the survey of so much of the Little
Rock and Memphis road as lies between the St. Francis and Mississippi rivers, 23rd
Cong., 2nd sess., 1835, H. Doc. 83. (Map image is not to scale)

Figure 23. Map of the Memphis to St. Francis River Road, sectional view from the
Mississippi River to Mill Seat Lake Bayou. War Department, A report from the
Topographical Bureau, in relation to the survey of so much of the Little Rock and
Memphis road as lies between the St. Francis and Mississippi rivers, 23rd Cong., 2nd
sess., 1835, H. Doc. 83.
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of Mexico. This included the mapping of the passes of the Mississippi River emptying
into the Gulf and constructing fortifications along the Mississippi below New Orleans. At
Mobile, Bowman made harbor improvements, removing obstructions to navigation, and
building fortifications at Mobile Point. His work at Pensacola, Florida, entailed working
on fortifications on Santa Rosa Island. It was from Pensacola that Bowman was ordered
on June 17, 1834, to proceed, “without delay” to Memphis, where he would find further
orders from the department on his new assignment.42
All of Bowman’s career had not been spent solely on harbor improvements and
building fortifications. Originally from Wilkes Barre, Pennsylvania, Bowman had
requested a leave of absence to return home in July 1832. To accommodate his return
home, Gratiot temporarily assigned Bowman to duty in that state on the Cumberland
Road project, assisting the officer of the Engineers responsible for making repairs to the
road and making the necessary preparations for the work. By the end of October 1832,
Bowman had returned to his duties in New Orleans but the experience gained on working
on this important road was invaluable to his future assignment in Arkansas.43
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On his arrival in Memphis in July 1834, Bowman received Howard’s survey and
was instructed that the route survey would be strictly adhered to, except where Howard
noted that changes might be needed once the contractors were in the field. Any changes
to Howard’s plans had to be approved by the president. Besides supervising the road
construction, Gratiot ordered Bowman to also inspect the operations of Captain Henry
Shreve at least twice a year. Shreve was busy clearing obstructions from the Ohio and
Mississippi Rivers, along with clearing the Red River raft. Bowman had to submit his
report on these projects in time for the Engineer Department to include them in its
general annual report in October. To accomplish all of his duties, Bowman received the
regulation compensations plus an additional eighty cents per day “as a commutation for
fuel and quarters.”44
The project was to be contracted in three divisions: clearing away the timber in
the right of way, building the embankments with ditches and drainage, and bridging of all
types. Howard had marked the road in mile sections, each mile contracted separately for
clearing and embanking with separate contracts made for bridging—one contract per
bridge. Just as with the initial building of the road, smaller sections promoted competition
and prevented a monopoly by those who had more money to spend on the materials and
sections.45
Contracts for one mile were awarded to the lowest bidders. There was no
objection, though, to one person having more than one contract, provided he was the
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lowest bidder and furnished the “requisite evidence as to ability to execute.” Bowman’s
instructions gave him no latitude in giving extra time to complete a contract. Payments of
up to three-fourths of the contract amount were made to contractors monthly with the
remainder of the payment held until completion of the contract and if completed on time.
This practice gave the contractors incentive to complete their work per their contract
agreements. If the contractor was late completing his contract, the War Department kept
five percent of the remainder of the payment for each month the contractor did not
complete his work and was only paid when the contractor proved the delay was beyond
his control. Otherwise, the contract was legally abrogated and the remainder of the
payment returned to the road fund. The unfinished work was then let out again for bid.46
While the road project was an important one, Bowman was not as appreciative of
being assigned to the duty as Gratiot felt he should have been. A vacancy at the
Charleston, South Carolina, engineer office had opened at the same time that the Military
Road project also required an engineer. Lieutenant Thompson S. Brown, nephew of
General Jacob Brown, General in Chief of the Army, was already in Arkansas Territory
supervising improvements to the Arkansas River in 1833, and was given the Charleston
post instead of Bowman. Both men graduated in the same class from West Point, with
Bowman third in his class and ranked 394 overall in the service while Brown was fourth
in the class and 395 overall. Both taught at the Academy after their graduation and had
gone on to assignments in the Corps of Engineers. But Bowman felt slighted by not
receiving the Charleston posting since he believed that he had seniority over Brown,
giving him the right to that desirable duty. In acknowledging Bowman’s letter of
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grievance, Gratiot rejected the idea that assignments were based on a system of seniority
of rank; but were decisions of the Engineer Department based on the officers best suited
for the job. In assuaging Bowman’s hurt feelings, Gratiot was hopeful “that your recent
assignment to a separate and very responsible command…is regarded by you as sufficient
evidence that there was no disposition to overlook you, or that the Department was
insensible to your merits.” In his first independent command, Bowman was responsible
for establishing the Corps of Engineers’ office in Memphis and held command of that
post for several years before moving on to other important assignments with the Corps,
including the construction of Fort Sumter and repairs of the fortifications of Charleston
harbor in the early 1850s. Brown, who did not hold an independent command, was in
Charleston only one year and had left the service by 1836, going into private practice as a
civil engineer. He went to Russia in 1849 to serve the czar as civil engineer for the St.
Petersburg and Moscow Railroad, before dying in 1855 in Naples, Italy, at the age of
forty-eight.47
Regardless of Bowman’s initial opinion of his new assignment, he entered into his
duties diligently and quickly. Unfortunately, he seemed to have followed the same path
Lieutenant Griffith had taken earlier by publishing the first invitation for bids only in
Tennessee newspapers, specifically the Memphis Times, the Bolivar Free Press, and the
Jackson Truth Teller. No other newspapers were directed to run the advertisement.
Woodruff found out about the advertisement only when he received his exchange papers
from Memphis. The Gazette still had time to include the advertisement in their paper to
War Department, Corps of Engineers, “Gratiot to Bowman, July 14, 1834,” 57-58, Vol.
5, Letters Sent by the Chief of Engineers to Engineer Offices, 1813-1869, Microfilm Roll #3,
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Military Academy, vol. 1, 271-272.
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allow Arkansas citizens to prepare bids and send them to Bowman. Woodruff complained
that public works performed in Arkansas should give Arkansas citizens a fair opportunity
to bid for them.48
The first invitation for proposals was for clearing timber for the first twenty-five
miles from the Mississippi River opposite Memphis to Blackfish Lake. “All the timber
large and small, is to be cut down to the breadth of 160 feet, and the trees on the south
side of the clearing to be girdled to a further extent of 60 feet. A space of 34 feet broad,
intended for the embankments along the given line of the road, will be entirely cleared of
timber, including all stumps, limbs, roots, brush, etc.”49 These specifications differed
from those given nearly a decade earlier. This time, the contractors were not given an
option to leave stumps in the roadway as in the 1826 instructions. All stumps were to be
completely cleared away. Contractors had until August 21, 1834, to submit their sealed
bids to Bowman.50
Since Bowman began his work before the surveyor’s report had been submitted to
Congress, he did not receive all of Howard’s documents. While waiting for bid proposals
to arrive, Bowman re-examined, surveyed, and marked each section along the route so
the contractors would have no problem or delay in determining the correct line. He also
requested the drawings of newly-promoted Colonel Long’s bridge, recommended by
Howard. Howard’s field notes for the part of the survey from Blackfish Lake to the St.
Francis River at Strong’s house were not included in the documents Bowman received
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with his instructions making it almost impossible to follow Howard’s trace through the
swamp. The area had grown up with cane, and Howard had not marked his course on the
map, so Bowman could not retrace Howard’s line. Bowman also wanted to know how
high Howard planned to raise the roadbed above the high water mark. Howard estimated
the elevations in sections of several miles, not the single mile units on which the
contractors based their proposals. Bowman complained that the scale for the elevation
profiles (cross-sections of the road and river beds crossing the road) was so small he
could not determine accurately the dimensions Howard proposed. Contractors determined
the size and amount of embankment required to make them permanent based on
Howard’s dimensions. The cross-sections varied in regards to the side slopes with every
change of the ground the road crossed.51
Lieutenant William H. C. Bartlett, Gratiot’s assistant, responded to Bowman’s
request for Long’s bridge plans and Howard’s field notes. The field notes were copied
and sent to Bowman but Long had to be contacted personally to send the bridge plans.
The marks on the trees in the vicinity of the road determined the height of the roadbed
above high water. Consistency in determining the height of the roadbed, if it deviated
from Howard’s notes, was the important point according to Bartlett. Otherwise, the
information Bowman had with him was all that was available. For solving any other
problems not covered in Howard’s notes or drawings, Bowman used his own initiative.52

51

Ibid., January 27, 1835; Bowman to Gratiot, July 28, 1834, Territorial Papers, vol. 21,
961; Bowman to Gratiot, August 5, 1834, ibid., 964-965.
War Department, Corps of Engineers, “Bartlett to Bowman, August 26, 1834,” 95-97,
Vol. 5, Letters Sent by the Chief of Engineers to Engineer Offices, 1813-1869, Microfilm Roll
#3, RG77-T1255, National Archives.
52

329

On August 30, 1834, Bowman submitted the contracts to the Engineer
Department for clearing the first twenty-five miles and invited bid proposals for clearing
the rest of the road from mile twenty-five to William Strong’s “plantation.” These second
contracts were due in Bowman’s office in Memphis on September 30, 1834. The contract
conditions and specifications for the second set of contracts were the same as the first
except that the stumps, roots, and other obstructions were to be grubbed to the depth of
eighteen inches, where the ground was not overflowed more than eighteen inches.
Grubbing was the process of digging up all the roots and stumps using various hand tools,
including a grubbing hoe that resembled a pickaxe with one end of the pick head
flattened into a sharp blade. Where the overflow was more than eighteen inches, but less
than three feet, the obstacles were removed to a depth of one foot below the surface of the
ground. If the water rose three feet or more, the trees were cut even with the ground.
Between the twenty-sixth and thirty-sixth miles, no grubbing took place, except in the
thirty-third mile and the adjoining parts of miles thirty-two and thirty-four. The stumps,
roots, logs, and other obstructions were taken from the thirty-four foot wide roadway and
cleared at least eight feet from the side lines of the roadway. This time Bowman sent the
advertisement directly to the Gazette for inclusion in that newspaper, along with the other
newspapers.53
While the survey maps and cross sections indicated a greater sophistication in
engineering than the other roads constructed in Arkansas to that date, some things
remained the same. Just as in Charles Thomas’s day, Bowman questioned whether the
surveyors actually studied the terrain that the road would cross. Right across the
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Mississippi River from Memphis, Bowman requested rerouting the road for the first four
miles. “The location of this section of the route Dr. H. states to have been altogether
hypothetical; he having had no time to make the necessary examination. The mode of
construction, predicted upon the supposed qualities of the soil over which it passed, must
likewise have been hypothetical.” If Howard’s route was followed, construction of an
embankment of an average height of at least eight feet was required for three-fourths of
the distance.54
The reason for the change was that the route Howard ran was farther from the
bank of the Mississippi, but a slough cut across the point of land across from Memphis
and ran back into the Mississippi about ten miles downstream. The river flowed through
the slough, forming a cut-off. The current increased through the slough and enlarged the
stream, forming a new course for the river as the Mississippi often did. The cut-off would
create an island between the road and Memphis, requiring another ferry to cross the new
stream. To avoid the problem, Bowman wanted to build a solid embankment across the
slough creating a large levee from directly opposite Memphis to the high ground on the
south side of Grandee Lake, instead of the open bridge Howard proposed. The slough
was eighty feet across and twelve feet deep at high water, but entirely dry at low water.
The embankment Bowman proposed was twenty-four feet wide at the top, with required
slopes on the sides to be three feet higher than the highest water, using 850 cubic yards of
earth at twenty cents per yard, totaling $170 versus the planned bridge by Howard
estimated to cost $400. Dirt for the embankment was readily available at the slough.
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Bowman cited the success of the same type of construction at Greenock, up the river
from Memphis.55
The major reason Bowman requested a levee versus Howard’s bridge was the
harsh Southern climate. The timber on the bridges built decayed rapidly in the region’s
humidity, as seen by the ruin of the bridge built in 1827-1828 over the very slough in
question. The people in the vicinity abandoned the bridge and considered it unsafe.
Bowman stated he was confident that his plan would be best based on his own
observations of how the river worked and the advice he received from long-time
inhabitants along the river bank. He stressed the urgency of the Department’s decision on
this change so that contracts could be awarded and work started before the area became
overflowed. It was essential that the embankment across the slough be built in one
season; otherwise the work left unfinished would be destroyed by the overflow.56
The request for the change arrived at the Engineer Department by September 26,
1834, but the response was delayed until Cass and Gratiot returned to Washington. Not
until early December did Bowman receive a reply from Gratiot giving tentative approval
to Bowman’s alteration to the design by Howard. Gratiot wanted Bowman to proceed
with letting the contracts out for bid on the suggested embankment. He also approved
Bowman’s request to leave Memphis and Arkansas during the winter and spring when no
work could be performed on the road. Bowman warned Gratiot that the work would be
suspended soon due to the weather, and would start back in the dry season in 1835.
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Gratiot also approved of bidding the contracts on the several sections of the road to be
repaired.57
The importance of having the contracts awarded during the winter was so the
contractors would have plenty of time to prepare for work in the coming season—to hire
enough laborers and find or purchase enough implements to start as soon as the weather
and the ground permitted. No time was to be lost waiting to start once the ground was
dry. Bowman did not wait for approval from Gratiot to invite proposals for contracts on
the embankments of the first twenty-five miles of road. Advertisements published in the
December 2, 1834, edition of the Arkansas Gazette called for proposals to be sent to
Bowman by January 1, 1835. The embankment specifications called for them to be built
entirely of earth, with no foreign material in the dirt; no roots, brush, or wood of any kind
were to be left in the embankment. The direction, elevation, slopes, surface crown, and
other particulars were regulated by Bowman. The final inspection of the embankments
would not take place until there had been sufficient time for the earth to settle. The total
quantity of dirt required for the twenty-five miles of embankment was estimated at five
hundred thousand cubic yards and Bowman did not expect the actual amount to vary
much from that figure. Since he did not expect the contractors to begin work during the
wet winter season, Bowman prompted them to “organize their forces, procure their
implements.”58
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By the end of 1834, Bowman could be pleased with his efforts. At least the public
felt the road work progressed well. In an article in the Memphis Advocate in November,
the newspaper stated that the road from Pedraza had been opened and by the second week
in November had been completed for twenty-three miles. The newspaper noted that the
entire road was expected to be completed in a short time, according to the contracts for
the road. Bowman was praised for conducting the work in a speedy fashion.59 Gratiot’s
annual report in January 1835 also gave glowing remarks on Bowman’s efforts. Nine
miles through the worst part of the road were complete, according to Gratiot, and work
on the remaining sixteen miles progressed well. “The agent represents the necessity of
forcing his operations; this being required by the great emigration to Arkansas, that has
no other road by which to reach its destination.” Bowman’s estimate of the cost of the
project was less than Howard’s original estimate, “due to economy of trying to finish in
time.” By January 1835, contractors advertised in the Memphis Gazette for two thousand
laborers to work on the “U. S. road leading from that place to the St. Francis River.”
They were promised to be paid “the highest wages, in cash.” Another reason Bowman
should have been pleased with himself was his promotion on January 21, 1835, to First
Lieutenant in the Corps of Engineers. Bowman had been a Second Lieutenant since
1825.60
In March 1835, Jackson approved an appropriation bill for an additional $106,000
to complete the Memphis to St. Francis road based on estimates Bowman submitted
which were determined from contracts he received for three bridges required on the road.
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The balance left over from the previous appropriation amounted to $78,000, which was
added to the new appropriation to total $184,000 for the new season. Gratiot warned
Bowman that he must not exceed that amount in contracts. Sevier pointed out to the
people of Arkansas that with this new appropriation, the federal government had spent on
this one road alone in Arkansas a total of $320,000 since the road had first been proposed
back in 1824. Sevier also expected the whole project, both the Memphis to St. Francis
and the St. Francis to Little Rock sections, to be completed in 1836. Then, according to
Sevier, “we shall have running on the road, four-horse coaches to transport passengers
and the mail, three times a week from Memphis to Little Rock.”61
Bowman was concerned that the balance of the first appropriation would be lost if
the funds were not removed from the Treasury and deposited in a bank in New Orleans,
to be credited to the road account. He feared the money would go into the Surplus Fund
for monies left over or unused on projects by a specific date. Gratiot eased Bowman’s
fears and explained that the original act provided for two years to elapse after the
expiration of the year in which the appropriation had passed before the money returned to
the Surplus Fund. By those calculations, Bowman had until January 1, 1836, before the
money returned to the Treasury Department. In the meantime, an assistant to Gratiot in
Washington, Lieutenant Robert E. Lee, informed Bowman that ten thousand dollars had
been deposited in banks in New Orleans and Philadelphia for use on the road project and
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that Bowman’s accounts for the fourth quarter of 1834 had been received, along with the
contracts for embankments on the road.62
Bowman experienced the true difficulties of working in the swamp during the
spring and summer of 1835. Contractors failed to comply with their contracts. One
contractor in particular, John Kitchell, who was responsible for the first four miles of the
road across from Memphis, failed to start work within the time specified in his contract.
Bowman annulled Kitchell’s contract and re-bid the contract for those sections. The loss
to the federal government was four thousand dollars, not counting the delay of one season
of work in completing the road. Cass instructed United States District Attorney for
Arkansas Territory Samuel Roane to bring suit against Kitchell for non-performance of
his contract. Bowman also altered a section of the road and had to wait for approval for
the change, which he received on August 2, 1835.63
On September 30, 1835, Bowman submitted his annual report to Gratiot for the
Memphis to St. Francis road. The report indicated the frustrations Bowman endured that
year. He claimed the road was cleared 160 feet wide the entire length, except for two and
one-half miles. A width of thirty-four feet along the centerline of the road had been
cleared of all stumps and roots and was ready to receive the embankment. Contracts for
the first twenty-five miles were signed in January 1835 to be started on May 1, 1835, but
were delayed because the contractors wasted the preparation time they had been given.
The gap between signing and starting work in May allowed for the rainy season in winter
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and spring to end, and Bowman figured a late spring start allowed the contractors to
begin work as the waters receded, but the contractors did not start in May. Kitchell,
contractor for the first four miles mentioned before, abandoned his contract completely.
After re-bidding that contract, work on those sections went well but did not start until
August.64
Contractors collected a work force, but fear of a general overflow made it
hazardous to work in places subject to flood. The contractors started in June but had
problems finding laborers. The high price of provisions and inundation of the swamp
nearest the Mississippi prevented them from working in that area. About three hundred
men worked on the embankment in July, but work stopped again due to sickness.
Bowman stated that seventy-five percent of the workers became sick, with the
consequence that the work virtually halted. The workers who were well almost
abandoned the work, and those who recovered were too weak to start back until colder
weather arrived. These were the main problems on the Memphis end of the road.65
On the St. Francis end, Bowman closed contracts August 1, 1835. A “large force”
of workers began working on that end with “better promise of success” since the sick
season was nearly past. Bowman also considered the workers more accustomed to the
climate, which most likely meant the workers were African American slaves from around
the area.66
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Bowman and his men learned the hazards of attempting to build the embankment
using manual labor alone in an area plagued by annual outbreaks of disease and at the
time of the year most suitable, weather-wise, for construction. The experiment told
Bowman they needed some other method of construction “which will place the
operations, as much as possible, beyond the influence necessarily exercised over their
progress by the diseases incident to the climate.” The contractors decided to use oxen and
scrapers instead of men and shovels. Fewer workers were needed to operate the teams of
oxen and could operate continually and still meet their deadlines. While the new
equipment was being made, construction on nearly half of the entire distance had already
started by hand and shovels and was completed by this method.67
Trees remained to be cleared for two and one-half miles at Blackfish Lake. The
contractors persuaded Bowman to let them leave the trees to provide shade for the
workers until they finished the excavations. Contractors also claimed the trees aided
getting the dirt around the trees if they were left standing. Bridging contracts had also
been signed for the whole road except over Sand Slough and “some of the more
unimportant ones, on the east side of Blackfish Lake.”68
The location and length of bridges were determined based on the amount of water
flowing through them and the cost involved making the bridges durable. Sickness
delayed work on the approaches to three bridges which prevented the abutments for them
from being built and the bridges from being finished that year as planned. As a result, the
old bridges were left standing so travelers could use them, which was acceptable because
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the old bridges were still useable even if dangerous. The completion of the new bridges
on the entire road, according to Bowman, should not extend beyond two years once the
approach embankments were completed.69
By the end of 1835, Bowman remained well within the appropriation for the road
at $146,457. What he had not counted on was the project continuing into 1836. The
scarcity of workers caused the delay, Bowman claimed. Despite efforts to find enough
workers, they failed. Only the contractor on the St. Francis end, most likely Strong,
promised enough workers to complete his contract within the deadline of December
1837. Bowman attributed the scarcity of workers to several causes: the number of public
works in progress on the Mississippi; the high prices for cotton and produce of the
country around the road, “the culture of which gives employment to more than the
ordinary number of laborers,” meaning slavery; and the most important to him was the
liability to disease, which he believed would increase rather than decrease the next
season.70 As long as the price for cotton remained high, slaveholders were reluctant to
hire out their labor to clear a road when those same hands could clear more land to plant
and harvest more cotton. Also, more profit could be made for farmers in the winter
cutting wood and selling it along the river to steamboats than working on the road.
From a modern vantage point, it was interesting to what the nineteenth-century
engineer attributed the origin of the sickness. Bowman believed it was from the
“exhalations from the immense quantities of timber, which was cut down in clearing the
site of the road, and now lies decaying on every side; and to the exposure of so great a
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mass of fresh earth to the action of the sun.” He began to rethink such ideas and hoped
they were wrong since the public works on the Cumberland River, in middle Tennessee,
had also been afflicted with a similar disease and deserted during part of the summer
season. Bowman found the cause was general to all areas and not just in east Arkansas
where his men worked. When work started on the road, they believed it could not
continue during the winter months due to the rain and standing water, but the summer
disease forced the work to go on even in those conditions. Whether the disease afflicting
the workers was the always prevalent malaria or cholera, which was pandemic along the
Mississippi and Ohio river valleys during most of the 1830s, is unclear. Regardless of the
cause, Bowman and the contractors agreed: as bad as the winter conditions were, nothing
compared to the illness that struck the previous summer. The contractors planned to work
without stopping through the winter in areas not overflowed. The experience of the past
summer tainted the work, but they hoped to make better progress with the change in the
mode of construction—oxen teams and scrapers—that freed the workers from exposure
to disease which affected the entire work force. Bowman felt confident they would finish
within the required time. 71
In late October 1835, Bowman submitted to Gratiot a new plan of action for
continuing work on the portions of the road abandoned by contractors and Gratiot
approved Bowman’s plan. The army engineer hired laborers directly, eliminating the
contractor concept, just as John Pope suggested was the best method for building the
road. The contractors sustained heavy losses from unexpected problems in constructing
the embankment, expending all of their resources and time in overcoming them. To force
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the contractors to continue would have been a waste of the remaining time and effort in
the working season. Also, the experiment with the oxen teams and scrapers failed, so the
crews returned to hand barrows and shovels.72
Bowman also requested another change in the road which further delayed the
work waiting on approval from Gratiot. In November Robert E. Lee acknowledged
approval of the change to Bowman along with telling him that $46,000 of the
appropriation was remitted to Bowman; $25,000 deposited in a Philadelphia bank and
$21,000 deposited in a New York bank. Another $12,000 was deposited in a Cincinnati
bank for the road. Bowman used these amounts to pay his contractors.73
For 1836, Bowman continued with the hired labor plan rather than reverting to
using contractors, since the work went just as well without contractors. From June to
September 1836, the work force varied from 50 to 150 men. He blamed the scarcity of
men on the number of railroads being built in Mississippi and Louisiana. Even when he
increased the amount of pay offered, few men took the bait. By then, Bowman had a fair
picture of the problems causing the work to slow down: failure of the contractors,
scarcity of laborers, lack of resources in the area required to do the work and the
difficulty in making implements without those resources, sickness, excessive rains, and
the swampy nature of the country surrounding the road. Fear could also have been listed,
since most of the men who left the job in June did so out of fear of the disease that
attacked the crews in 1835. Bowman called what happened in 1835 a “panic” and stated
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that the men suffered far less from sickness in the summer of 1836 than the previous
summer. Still, he had to use the services of a Doctor Christian to give medical aid to
slave laborers during June, with the agreement of the owner of the slaves employed on
the road, indicating that there was more sickness than Bowman wanted to publicly
acknowledge.74
But fatigue from the extra load of taking over complete supervision from the
contractors and frustration with the slow progress showed in Bowman’s reports. He
sought the assistance of another army officer but was told that “calls for officers of the
Army for Florida and other services” made it impossible to send someone at that time.
The Seminole War in Florida absorbed most of the available army personnel at the same
time that events in Texas required attention as well. Instead, he could hire “any qualified
citizen” to aid him in the work. This news did not lighten Bowman’s mood, though. “In
no country could this excessive wet weather be more prejudicial to the construction of
embankment than in this swamp.” Standing water did not run off since the ground was so
flat, and the composition of the clay soil kept the ground from soaking up the water. It
simply had to evaporate. When the rains stopped and the dry season began, disease
appeared among the men or scared them away. By the time the sickness abated and the
men could return the rains began. One victory for Bowman came when his embankment
across the slough at the beginning of the road proved to be successful even though local
“old-timers” scoffed and said it would never hold back the Mississippi flood waters. The
flood was kept below the roadbed by two feet, which was below the desired 18 inches
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required by the act for the road. The rains eroded parts of the finished embankments
along the road but Bowman made another discovery. In seeking out grass seed to sow on
the slopes to prevent erosion, he found that Bermuda grass, very good at preventing
erosion, was indigenous to the region, so the crews sowed that seed along the
embankments.75
The work pushed on to Blackfish Lake. A drastic measure to drain off the
standing water was to dig a large ditch from a bayou in the twentieth mile to another
bayou in the seventeenth mile. If it succeeded, they could work that area during the rainy
season. If it failed, the men worked near lakes and bayous where the ground was better
drained. Lack of an adequate work force prevented Bowman from finishing in the two
and one-half years he had optimistically planned when he started. The land adjacent to
the finished seventeen miles of the road was enhanced and fertile, but the region where
the road was unfinished was completely uninhabited and had no resources within it.
Bowman stated that the importance of the road was as a portal into the Arkansas interior
and western portion of the new state, not the immediate country through which the road
passed.
Bowman warned that the appropriation was insufficient to finish the road due to
increases in the cost of laborers and provisions. Without a new appropriation, the work
would have to stop. Also, a new wrinkle appeared. An island, probably one of the many
sandbars that appeared and vanished with the seasonal floods and low waters, grew in the
Mississippi River in front of Memphis and blocked the ferry depot directly across from
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the termination of the road on the west bank. The ferry went up Wolf River before
depositing its passengers on the Memphis bluff, but the island blocked that direct
approach. The island was too soft to provide traffic over it, and to do so required two
ferries. The ferry depot had to move south along the bluff, and the road was extended
four hundred feet to match it. Bowman believed this change remained in the scope of the
original act calling for “constant communication” between Memphis and Little Rock and
should be allowable under the original appropriation.76
The same causes affecting progress in 1836 continued to plague the project in
1837. The approach of the “sickly” season forced white laborers to abandon the work.
During August and September 1837, there were not twenty workers left, except the
slaves, who were employed by the year. The few white workers remaining were all sick.
Bowman found the black workers were more immune to the swamp disease—malaria—
and remained healthy during the summer. When workers returned in late September, the
work improved, but then the rains came. From September 24 through October 1, it rained
continually. The shanties of the workers flooded and the men climbed on top of the
buildings, finally to scurry to the top of the embankment and camp on top in the rain.
Bowman stated that the ground surrounding the end of the embankment appeared to be
one sheet of water with only a few lonely ridges breaking the surface. The water receded
after a week but by then, many of the men had drifted away from the project. The ditch
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the crews dug the previous year to take the run-off away flooded and remained below the
surface of the water.77
Bowman established supply depots on high spots in the swamp along the
unfinished portion of the road. He also had to divide the work force between those areas
that remained above the inundation, but this division meant that during the winter he
could not work as many men as he would have liked. Evidently the railroad projects
absorbing all the workers the previous year were completed because Bowman said that
by early October there were adequate numbers of men applying for work, but he had to
turn some away due to the inundated condition of the region that limited the amount of
work that could be accomplished. The fevers of August and early September that drove
everyone away except the black workers brought Bowman to the conclusion that “If
enough blacks could be ‘had’ in sufficient numbers,” then the road could be finished
more rapidly.78
Bowman and his crews finished the road from the Mississippi River to the
twenty-first mile on the east end, and except for some bridging and some spots of
embankment, the road was finished back from Strong’s to the thirty-fifth mile on the west
end. Even with the hardships associated with crossing the unfinished portion, 1,127
emigrants passed over the road in September, including 127 heavy teams with their
livestock and horses. Not included in this number were the everyday travelers going back
and forth along the road. Bowman estimated that the appropriation would take the project
only into the middle of the first quarter of 1838 if the fund was not supplemented by
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Congress. Because of the impassable nature of the unfinished portion, the advantages of
the road were lost. Bowman stressed the importance of this fact in his report: “If but one
mile were left unfinished, it would, during a portion of the year, as effectually cut off all
travel as if the whole had remained the unimproved quagmire which I found it three years
since.”79
Hoping to give the senator from Arkansas ammunition to press for another
appropriation, on April 21, 1838, Bowman communicated with Sevier regarding the
status of any appropriations to complete the road, stating that the work was “progressing
more rapidly than at any former period,” and that laborers “can now be commanded at
will, so that the work can be completed within the current year, if the appropriation is
made.” Desperation was evident in Bowman’s lament that he had “labored under many
discouraging circumstances in the execution of this work, not the least of which has been
the want of hands.” Now that workers were plentiful, his pleas fell on deaf ears. Work
continued on the road until all funds were completely exhausted over the next year, but
no more appropriations came from Congress and the road was left incomplete, forcing
travelers to use alternative routes to bypass the Memphis to St. Francis River section of
this important route for several months of the year.80
There were other means, though. While the military had been involved in
overland improvements, citizens in the territory still desired better water transportation
and needed federal assistance in making those improvements. Local inhabitants had ideas
on how to improve the rivers, but it was to one man, Captain Henry M. Shreve, that most
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of the credit and glory was attributed in removing the obstructions to the rivers within
Arkansas and to the important work of removing the Red River Raft.
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CHAPTER 8
IMPROVING THE WATERWAYS, PART ONE
The quest for all-season routes into the territory’s interior led to the use of federal
funds and military personnel to accomplish what local and territorial resources could not.
The two phases of road-building activity in the 1820s and 1830s did not eliminate the
desire for improved water transportation, still the more economical method of
transporting large quantities of goods, such as cotton, or people. Even if the roads had
achieved all-season travel, they were supplemental to the territory’s river highways. As
emigration to settlements along the Red River in the southwest and to the northwest
corner of the territory increased, the demand for better access by steamboats also
increased. Once Indian removal gained momentum, so did the need to improve water
routes to the new Indian lands in the West. As with the roads, river improvement also
required resources unavailable to the territory, necessitating involvement of the federal
government in the effort. Some of the characters already met in road building became
involved in river improvement also, such as Richard D.C. Collins and Alexander
Bowman. It was Henry M. Shreve, though, who dominated the effort in clearing the
obstacles to navigation on the western waters and became a hero to the people of
Arkansas in the process.
In a letter to the Arkansas Gazette, dated November 30, 1820, “Philolaos” wrote
that the Arkansas River was about 2,300 miles long, with half of that length navigable
“for vessels of 45 or 50 tons, from February to June; the remainder of the year its
navigation is somewhat precarious for boats of that size; but is, at all seasons, passable
for craft of 20 or 30 tons.” Although he exaggerated considerably on the length of the
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river, which is actually 1,460 miles long, his description of its navigation as precarious
was more accurate, but it also reflected the optimistic views towards river travel that
other promoters of the territory espoused whenever possible.1 In his praise of the natural
advantages available in the territory, particularly in the southwest corner, “Hempstead,”
in the Gazette, claimed that none of the western states were “as blest with superior
advantages of navigation. The St. Francis, the White, the Black, the Arkansas, and the
Ouachita Rivers are all navigable for Steam Boats; and a comparatively small expense
would probably render the Red River equally so, up as far as the upper settlements.”2
Editor William Woodruff joined in on this boosterism. Noting the water’s rise in the
Arkansas River in the summer of 1821, he claimed “there has been scarcely a week when
there was not a sufficient depth of water for large steam-boats, and generally enough for
those of the largest classes…We mention this fact, because an opinion has prevailed that
the Arkansas can only be navigated by small craft in the summer. At this time, boats of
the largest class can ascend 6 or 800 miles.” This statement was made when Woodruff
was still located at Arkansas Post and only a year had elapsed since steamboats had
reached that point. It was still a year away from steamboats reaching as high as Little
Rock, much less all the way to Fort Smith.3
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Despite the arrival of steamboats on the rivers of Arkansas, keelboats and
flatboats retained their importance in transporting goods and people due to the persistent
low river stages. When the Seventh Infantry Regiment was assigned to the Arkansas
frontier in 1821, four companies arrived at the mouth of the Arkansas River by steamboat
from New Orleans in November 1821, destined for Fort Smith. The detachment was
detained at the mouth of the Arkansas River while having to purchase enough keelboats
to take them upriver. By late December, the troops had only reached Arkansas Post, and
did not finish their journey to Fort Smith until February 1822. In comparison, the second
detachment of six companies bound for their post at Natchitoches on the Red River also
left New Orleans on November 6, 1821, with four companies traveling on the steamboat
Courier, 119 tons, and the remaining two companies on the smaller steamboat Arkansas,
of 51 tons. The Courier arrived safely at Alexandria, Louisiana, on November 14. A rock
ledge presented a bar across the river during low water stages at Alexandria, and even in
normal stages of the river the location was known as “the rapids,” proving difficult to
travel over. The remaining two companies were delayed at Grand Point—about fifty

vessels were placed into classifications in order to collect fees for certification: vessels less than
one hundred tons, vessels over one hundred and less than two hundred tons, and vessels above
two hundred tons. See An Act Concerning the Registering and Recording of Ships or Vessels,
December 31, 1792, ch. 1, Stats at Large of USA (1845), 297-298. In Table 5 of the appendix of
his classic study, Louis C. Hunter further divided the largest class into vessels over 199 tons,
vessels over 299 tons, and vessels over 399 tons for the years 1811-1836. See Louis C. Hunter,
Steamboats on the Western Rivers: An Economic and Technological History (1949, repr., New
York: Dover Publications, Inc., 1993), 647. These are the “classes” referred to by Woodruff. The
use of displacement tonnage is the common method of indicating the size of vessels on the rivers
and is used in this study to show the common size of steamboats working on the rivers of
Arkansas during the period. Tonnage information on steamboats is found in William M. Lytle and
Forrest R. Holdcamper, comp., Merchant Steam Vessels of the United States, 1790-1868 (New
York: Steamship Historical Society of America, Inc., 1975), 1-236.
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miles by land down the Mississippi River from Baton Rouge—due to the Arkansas
having “burst her boiler.”4
The first steamboat to pass over the rapids and reach Natchitoches, the head of
navigation on the Red River and the foot of the Great Raft, was Captain Henry M.
Shreve’s Enterprise, 45 tons, in early 1815. Only two steamboats afterwards were able to
ascend the Red River as far as the rapids before 1820—the Zebulon M. Pike, 31 tons, in
1817, and the Perseverance, 50 tons, in 1818. Although the steamboat Beaver, a much
larger vessel at 135 tons, reached Natchitoches in 1820 and carried on a carrying trade
between Natchitoches and New Orleans for several years, it was not joined by other
steamboats above Alexandria until 1825. How the troops made their way on the last leg
of their trip to Natchitoches—whether by keelboat, by steamboat, or by marching
overland—is not clear. Despite the dangers associated with steamboat travel, the time
taken to reach Alexandria versus that of the Fort Smith contingent proved the desirability
of quick steamboat travel on the western waters.5
Keelboats and flatboats still had their uses on the Arkansas River, though. Men
such as Colonel Matthew Lyon, U.S. factor to the Cherokees at Spadre Bluff about 140
river miles up the Arkansas River from Little Rock built their own flatboats to carry
goods down river and relied on keelboats to ascend the river, as Lyon did in the spring of
Ibid., November 24 and December 29, 1821; Harold W. Ryan, “Matthew Arbuckle
Comes to Fort Smith,” Arkansas Historical Quarterly 19, no. 4 (Winter 1960), 291; Grant
Foreman, “River Navigation in the Early Southwest,” Mississippi Valley Historical Review 15,
no. 1 (June 1928), 46-47; Hunter, Steamboats on the Western Rivers, 51-52. Despite being
somewhat dated, Foreman gave a good brief overview of river navigation on the Arkansas and
Red rivers, and was a contributor to the larger, now standard Hunter work.
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Landings,” Louisiana Historical Quarterly 25, no. 2 (April 1942), 401.
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1822. The fur trade remained part of the territory’s economy and Lyon carried the furs
and pelts collected at the factory to New Orleans, leaving Spadre Bluff in February 1822.
After selling his goods in New Orleans, he purchased machinery for a cotton gin that he
was building at the factory on the Arkansas River. Weighing fourteen hundred pounds,
the machinery was loaded onto a steamboat, along with the other goods and supplies for
the factory, and Lyon ascended the Mississippi River to the mouth of White River. Here
he deposited the equipment and supplies before heading to Kentucky to visit family.
After his Kentucky visit, Lyon returned to the White River by keelboat, loaded his
deposited supplies, and returned to Spadre Bluff by mid-May. The trip was arduous,
especially for a man of about seventy-six years of age, but as the boat ran aground several
times, “he was always the first man to jump into the water to ‘shove her off,’—and in
ascending, he still insists on performing his part, either in rowing, steering, or
cordelling.” Whether the claims that the fatigue and exertion had little effect on his health
were true or not, Lyon died just two and a half months later on August 1 after a short
illness.6
Even after the steamboat made its appearance on the upper reaches of the
Arkansas River, many emigrants to the territory or planters and traders shipping their
goods by river continued to rely on keelboats and flatboats. In January 1825, Thomas W.
Johnston, a merchant from Little Rock, intended to run a keelboat once a month from
Little Rock to the mouth of White River. He was establishing himself as a purchasing
agent for families “desirous of laying in their family supplies at the Mississippi, make the
purchases there at the lowest prices, and deliver them at this place with only the
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additional charge of the ordinary rates of freight.”7 This arrangement would save the
consumers the inconvenience and cost of making the trip to the Mississippi River
themselves, or of having to travel farther (such as to New Orleans) to make their
purchases of family supplies, especially coffee, flour, sugar, etc. At the same time, a
keelboat owned by William Montgomery, who maintained a trading stand at the mouth of
the White River, returned to the Mississippi River from Little Rock covering the
estimated distance of 240 miles in thirty hours. This time was claimed to be the quickest
trip between the two places either by steamboat or keelboat for that time.8
The steamboat greatly diminished the use of keelboats for ascending the
Mississippi River, and relegated their use to the tributaries. Flatboat usage actually
increased after the advent of the steamboat since the expense for shipping goods
downriver remained less than shipping by steamboat, and the difference in travel times
between the two modes of transportation was negligible. The steamboat actually
enhanced the use of flatboats by reducing the time and expense for flatboatmen returning
upriver to their homes, eliminating the arduous and often dangerous overland journey. On
the tributaries especially, the continuance of keelboat and flatboat usage was attributed to
seasonality since they could travel the rivers during the summer low water stages when
steamboats could not. But even in the winter and early spring months, peak times for
steamboating, the older vessels were not pushed to the river banks. Instead they gained
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new life in the towing service, extending the carrying capacity of the steamboat. This
circumstance became evident on the Arkansas River during the 1820s.9
After its first arrival at Little Rock on the morning of March 16, 1822, the
Cincinnati-built steamboat Eagle, 118 tons, proceeded on to its destination at Dwight’s
mission about midway between Little Rock and Fort Smith up the Arkansas River.
Dwight’s was the location of the Indian agent as well as a Christian mission to the
Cherokees. The captain of the Eagle intended to make the trip to Dwight’s a regular run.
Unfortunately, the Eagle was halted about twelve miles below Dwight’s by low water
and arrived back in Little Rock on March 19. Although the Eagle was unsuccessful on its
maiden voyage up the Arkansas past Little Rock, it had shown the potential for quick
service to the settlements on the frontier once the rains and snowmelt on the upper
reaches of the river provided enough water for navigation.10
The proof of this potential came within the next month when the Pittsburgh
steamboat Robert Thompson made its way to Fort Smith in April 1822, towing a large
keelboat loaded with provisions and supplies for the army. The steamboat returned to the
mouth of White River the last part of April, took on its load including a “large deeply
laden keel-boat, and a 65 ft. flat boat half loaded,” stopped at Arkansas Post where it left
the flatboat, and arrived at Little Rock on May 5 towing the keelboat. The Robert
9
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Thompson made the round trip from Little Rock to the mouth of White River and back in
nine days, “including all stoppages and hindrances,” a trip that took keelboats twenty to
thirty-five days. By the end of July 1822, the Robert Thompson had made three trips
between the mouth of White River and Fort Smith. The speed and routine nature of these
trips were a marvel for a people accustomed to slow, irregular communication with the
outside world, much less the quickness of travel across the territory. One of the
passengers that took advantage of this ease of travel was Governor James Miller, who
traveled to Fort Smith to negotiate with the Osage and Cherokees.11
During this same May 1822, the Arkansas also began making runs up the
Arkansas River as far as the Cherokee agency. This steamboat passed through Little Rock
on May 11, heading upriver and undoubtedly passed Matthew Lyon, the factor to the
Cherokees in his keelboat, struggling against the current on his return home. On board the
Arkansas was David Brearley, U.S. agent of Indian affairs for the Cherokees, also
returning to his post at Dwight’s mission. These two men, representatives of the United
States government with the Cherokees, also represented the transformation taking place
in transportation in the country.12
The Alleghany [sic], a small boat of 45 tons also from Pittsburgh, began operating
on the Arkansas River the next season, arriving at Little Rock the first week of May
1823, towing two large keelboats with supplies for the troops at Fort Smith. That spring
had seen the Arkansas River higher than usual, due to the snowmelt at the river’s
headwaters. But within days of the departure of the Alleghany from Fort Smith, the river
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level dropped considerably, making a return to that settlement difficult. As the spring rise
made its way downriver, by June the lower Arkansas River valley experienced flooding,
inundating the plantations along the margins of the river. The high waters that year also
affected the Mississippi River and caused flooding from the mouth of White River to
Helena. This flooding also resulted in the White River running through the cut-off
between the White and Arkansas rivers. Under normal conditions, there was a narrow
separation between these two rivers, but in flood it formed a connection between the two.
The benefit of the temporary connection caused inhabitants later to seek a canal project,
forming a permanent link between the White and Arkansas rivers.13
Much of the business for the early steamboats on the Arkansas River was for the
military, transporting troops and carrying supplies and equipment to the frontier posts.
When military operations were relocated from Fort Smith to Cantonment Gibson on the
Grand River, the 58 ton steamboat Florence out of New Orleans carried 102 new troops
to the new post in May 1824. The Eagle, still operating on the river, carried part of this
detachment as far as Arkansas Post, where the Florence stopped and took on the soldiers
for the remaining journey upriver. Besides the detachment, the Florence also carried
about thirty tons of freight destined for the store of John Nicks & John Rogers. Nicks &
Rogers took over the old buildings abandoned by the army in Fort Smith as their own
store and warehouse while Nicks operated as sutler for the post on the Grand River.14
A year later saw steamboats routinely traveling up the Arkansas River to
Cantonment Gibson, thanks to the high water that spring season of 1825. The Spartan, a
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44 ton steamboat operating from New Orleans, towed two large keelboats bearing
provisions for the soldiers at the garrison the early part of May. On its way downriver, the
Spartan encountered another keelboat headed upriver also with goods for the post.
Taking the keelboat in tow, the Spartan returned to Cantonment Gibson. At the same
time the Louisville, a 48 ton steamboat operating out of Louisville, Kentucky, arrived on
the Arkansas River from New Orleans, and headed upriver to Cantonment Gibson towing
a large keelboat with provisions for the establishment of Nicks & Rogers. Both
steamboats made easy trips upriver thanks to the high water, but the river showed its
fickleness and the water dropped rapidly. After grounding several times, the Louisville
made it only to within ten or twelve miles of Cantonment Gibson before having to turn
around and head down stream.15
The Spartan was not so fortunate, running aground around the end of June on a
sand bar about three quarters of the way to Fort Smith from Little Rock, near present-day
Ozark, Arkansas. It remained stranded until the middle of the next March, finally floating
free with the spring rise. Unfortunately, the Spartan repeated the experience, running
aground about five miles downstream from Little Rock on March 20, 1826, on its way
back upriver. The steamboat had reached the mouth of White River and taken on
passengers, including Robert Crittenden, the territorial secretary, before returning to
Little Rock. Again the water level began dropping rapidly. Even with rains on March 28,
the boat remained stuck on the sand bar. Finally on April 27, the Spartan freed itself from
its bonds and arrived at Little Rock where it took on freight and passengers before it
headed downriver to the mouth of the Arkansas River, having spent nearly a whole year
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in Arkansas Territory. Groundings represented only one of the hazards of navigating on
the Arkansas River in the 1820s.16
Besides the obvious benefit of quicker and more economical transportation,
steamboats also presented economic opportunities for the riparian settlers, with little cost
in the endeavor. Steamboats traveling on the Mississippi River and its tributaries required
a steady supply of wood for fuel. By cutting the timber along the river banks and selling
the wood to the passing steamboats, settlers found that they could make a living as
woodcutters. Unfortunately, in the early 1820s most of the land along the west bank of
the Mississippi River and along its tributaries remained public land. Federal law
prohibited the removal of timber from public lands, placing these woodcutters at risk of
prosecution. Such was the case in the spring of 1822 when the U.S. district attorney for
the territory was instructed to prosecute all intruders on the public lands. Over thirty suits
were brought before the April session of the superior court, with more than one hundred
suits expected to be brought before the August session. Having witnessed the
woodcutting operations firsthand on his keelboat journey that spring, as well as
encountering the government process servers as they made their way down the river,
Mathew Lyon’s views on the subject, as expressed in the Arkansas Gazette, were
representative of the majority of the inhabitants of Arkansas at the time.17
According to Lyon, steamboats on the Mississippi carried only enough wood to
operate for thirty-six hours, a larger load would have been impractical. A steamboat
ascending the Mississippi averaged about eighty miles on one load of wood, requiring
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“ten supplies of wood each time they progress upward through this region, in which there
are not landowners enough to supply them one cord of wood at the place where it is
needed, for every 200 cords wanted.” If the woodcutters were forced to stop supplying
wood, the steamboats would have to quit operating. Even though the law’s purpose for
prohibiting timber removal was to make the land more saleable, the trees cut by the
woodcutters were ash and cottonwood, species planters and farmers would rather see
removed. Lyon claimed that steamboat masters preferred ash over other woods, probably
due to its high burning qualities. A light wood despite its denseness, ash was used for tool
handles and best known today for its use in making baseball bats. These same qualities
made it less desirable for fencing or construction. Since ash was not as plentiful along the
banks, cottonwood was accepted as a substitute. Cottonwood grew profusely along the
rivers, taking little time to establish new growth after they had been cleared. Rather than
the woodcutters injuring the prospects for selling public land, they were actually
enhancing the land by clearing areas that prospective landowners would have to clear
later for cultivation. Until the land was sold, selling the wood to the steamboats presented
a better use of the land than letting it remain idle.18
As a result of the prevailing attitude in favor of the woodcutters in the territory,
verdicts against them were few, and even when the prosecution was able to gain a
decision in its favor the fines were negligible. In the August 1822 superior court session,
the highest fine was for twenty-four dollars, one was for four dollars, and the remaining
fines were for one cent. Even so, most judgments went against defendants who had
already left the territory and could not be found, so collection of the fines was nearly
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impossible or not worth the cost of pursuing. Over one hundred cases had already been
heard by the August session, with more scheduled for the December session. Since the
verdicts tended to show the people’s advocacy of the woodcutters’ actions and the lack of
revenue generated by the fines did not pay the court costs, William Woodruff suggested
dismissing the remaining cases to save expenses. This problem never truly went away
until the riparian lands were sold and private landowners took advantage of using their
slaves in the slack times to cut and sell wood to the steamboats.19
One steamboat operator took steps to avoid conflicts with the government while
ensuring a steady supply of wood along the Arkansas River. In preparation for beginning
a new steamboat run on the river in the fall of 1823, Alexander McWilliams advertised
the need for steamboat wood, and that the “wood be cut immediately, that it may have
time to become properly seasoned.” To answer the demand for wood, McWilliams
recommended to “the citizens residing on the Arkansas, that CORD WOOD, suitable for
steam-boats, be in readiness on the bank of the river” at the following locations: Colonel
Bartley Harrington’s; Major Francois Vaugine’s; Grady’s; Little Rock; Radford Ellis’s;
Henry Stinnett’s; and Thomas Moore’s, all being plantations along the river except the
general location of Little Rock. By contracting with private landowners McWilliams
alleviated the problem of enticing squatters on the land. Still, an argument that could have
been used in favor of the woodcutters was that their actions actually helped in the
prevention of one of the more prevalent and dangerous obstructions to river travel: the
formation of snags.20
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The more dangerous hazard to all modes of river transportation—whether
steamboats, keelboats, or flatboats—were obstructions known as snags. When the
seasonal floods washed against the river banks, the current undermined the soil until the
banks caved into the rivers, taking trees and any other vegetation with them. As floating
logs, this debris was dangerous enough since they could damage the hull and paddle
wheels of the steamboats. But if they were submerged, the trees became hidden terrors,
ready to puncture and disembowel any vessel that came in contact with the hazards.
Snags, as these underwater obstructions were known, came in two types: planters and
sawyers. A planter was a tree that had lost its buoyancy and the sinking root had
embedded itself solidly into the river bottom. The top of the tree remained stationary,
pointing downstream as the current pushed it in that direction. In high water these points
remained hidden underwater, ready to spear an ascending vessel. Sawyers were trees
whose roots had also been embedded in the river bottom, but the tops retained their
buoyancy, rising and falling in a sawing fashion with the waves or current. Sometimes a
descending vessel could ride over the oscillating trunk with little damage. But ascending
boats were susceptible to puncture either above or below the waterline if struck during
the sawyer’s rise or fall. Usually these snags formed in the bends of the rivers, or where
cut-offs were forming, since the current tended to slow in these places allowing the debris
to become caught in the deposited sand and mud. This situation occurred in several
places on the Arkansas River as well as on the tributaries of both the Arkansas and
Mississippi rivers in Arkansas.21
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One other result from trees falling into the rivers was that as they floated
downstream they became entangled on snags, sand bars, or were impeded on their way
downstream when the water level dropped. Regardless of the reason for the halt in their
journey down river, as more of these logs became ensnared and joined other logs, they
became known as drifts or rafts. If the raft became large enough it could completely close
a section of river. As the logs became waterlogged, they sank to the river bottom and over
time the river became shallower with reduced current flow. Unless cleared by nature or
by man, each successive flood brought more debris to join the raft, creating a natural dam
where the water behind the raft overflowed the surrounding land and entered the smaller
tributaries. Over time, lakes might form connected to the main stream by the outlets
created by the overflows. The result was a network of lakes, bayous, swamps, and
inundated lands along with a choked main stream where navigation, if possible before,
became nearly impassable. These were the circumstances that created perhaps the most
notorious raft in the United States, the Red River Raft in northwestern Louisiana and
southwestern Arkansas, also known as the Great Raft (see figs. 24-27).22
The Great Raft was not a single continuous raft, but several debris dams that had
accumulated on the river over a period of about 375 years, beginning in the 1400s.
Originating near Alexandria, Louisiana, the raft eventually affected approximately 240300 miles of main channel, terminating about three miles south of the LouisianaArkansas border. As the oldest wood decomposed in the lower reaches of the raft, the
current washed the debris away, partially restoring the original riverbed. By the 1820s,
Frank J. Triska, “Role of Wood Debris in Modifying Channel Geomorphology and
Riparian Areas of a Large Lowland River under Pristine Conditions: A Historical Case Study,”
Verhandlungen, Internationale Vereinigung für Theortische und Angewandte Limnologie 22
(December 1984), 1878-1879.
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the foot of the raft began just above Natchitoches, stretching up the river approximately
140 miles and grew at its head at the rate of one mile per year. Over time the water forced
into adjoining tributaries spilled into adjacent valleys, forming parallel channels to the
main channel until they also became clogged with new rafts and formed lakes behind

Figure 24. Partial map of Arkansas and Louisiana showing the Great Raft and vicinity (in
box outline). James Hamilton Young, New Map of Texas: With the Contiguous American
& Mexican States (Philadelphia: S. Augustus Mitchell, 1835). From Library of Congress,
Geography and Map Division. http://hdl.loc.gov/loc.gmd/g4030.ct002350 (accessed
May 22, 2012).
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Figure 25. Henry Shreve’s rough sketch of the Red River Raft, with south to the bottom of the page. See the box on the Young
map in Figure 26 for a better orientation. War Department, Raft of Red River, Letter from the Secretary of War, February 14,
1834, 23rd Cong., 1st sess., 1834, H.R. Doc. 98.

Figure 26. Northern half of Shreve’s map of the Red River Raft. War Department, Raft of
Red River, Letter from the Secretary of War, February 14, 1834, 23rd Cong., 1st sess.,
1834, H.R. Doc. 98.
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Figure 27. Southern half of Shreve’s map of the Red River Raft. War Department, Raft of
Red River, Letter from the Secretary of War, February 14, 1834, 23rd Cong., 1st sess.,
1834, H.R. Doc. 98.
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them. Small boats—pirogues, bateaux, and even keelboats—managed to navigate this
maze of channels in high water, but found it too treacherous in normal river stages to
attempt.23
Interest in the Red River remained active even after William Dunbar and John
Hunter chose in 1805 to ascend the Ouachita River instead of the Red River, as originally
planned. Still seeking knowledge of the origins of the Red River and the lands
surrounding its headwaters, Thomas Jefferson convinced Congress to approve and fund
another expedition up the Red River, led by Thomas Freeman, a surveyor and
astronomer, and assisted by Peter Custis, a medical doctor. The remainder of the
expedition consisted of Captain Richard Sparks, a Lieutenant Humphry, “with seventeen
private soldiers, two non-commissioned officers, and a black servant.” Traveling in two
flatboats and a pirogue, the expedition entered the Red River on May 3, 1806, reaching
Natchitoches after a month of struggling up the river. After another two months of
negotiating the maze of swamps, channels, and lakes, Freeman and his men encountered
a Spanish army near present-day New Boston, Texas, sent to turn the expedition back.
Reluctantly, the expedition headed back the way they came on August 1, 1806. Although
the expedition succeeded in establishing good relations with the Caddos and other native
tribes along the way, as well as bringing back information about the vegetation of the
area, no new geographical knowledge was gained.24
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Two other expeditions sought to discover the headwaters of the Red River—the
1806 expedition up the Arkansas River by Lieutenant Zebulon Pike, and the 1819-1820
explorations by Major Stephen Long between the Missouri and Arkansas rivers. After
reaching the Arkansas River headwaters, Pike encountered the origins of a river believed
to be the Red River, but it turned out to be the Rio Grande. Long also encountered an
eastward flowing river after leaving the Arkansas River and believed it to be the
headwaters of the Red River. Instead, he had found the headwaters of the Canadian
River, a branch of the Arkansas River. These failed attempts, though, did not dampen the
urge by settlers to move into the region known as the Great Bend of the Red River in the
southwest corner of Arkansas Territory, where Texas, Louisiana, and Arkansas meet. The
Great Raft simply made travel to the region more difficult and prevented the produce of
the area easy access to markets, such as New Orleans.25
By 1820, Arkansas Territory had been divided into five counties, with Lawrence
County in the northeast being the largest in population size and covering nearly a quarter
of the territory, much of it upland country. Hempstead County, the second largest in
population size, and Miller County, composed the Red River counties in the southwest
portion of Arkansas Territory, and bordered or straddled the river valley. The population
of Lawrence County nearly doubled that of the combined Red River counties. While the
free white population between the two regions indicated this wide disparity in size, the
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slave population was more nearly equal, with the Red River counties having a slightly
larger slave force than the hill county (563 to 490).26
Over the next ten years the demographics changed considerably. The 1825 treaty
line from Fort Smith to the Red River, separating the Choctaw territory from Arkansas
Territory, found most of Miller County on the Choctaw side of the line in present-day
Oklahoma. Despite this division, the population along the Red River in the remaining
portion combined with the other Red River counties increased by nearly fifty percent
during the period. During the same period, the equivalent counties that comprised
Lawrence County of 1820 experienced a total population increase of only fifteen percent.
More significant were the comparisons of the growth of slave populations in both
regions. While the northeastern region saw a healthy increase in its slave population of
around forty-three percent, the Red River region experienced an astounding 105 percent
increase, outpacing the white population increase in the region by sixty-nine percent. The
importance of these facts is that the Red River valley became a favored region for cotton
planters during the 1820s, bringing slaves with them to cultivate the rich alluvial lands.
Because of the economic importance to the territory, it was no surprise that the first cries
for river improvements came from this Red River region.27
The importance of cotton to the territory was noted in an April 16, 1822, edition
of the Arkansas Gazette. During the 1821 season, between 350 and 400 bales of cotton
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had been shipped from Hempstead County to New Orleans. So successful had the
planters become in the cultivation of this staple crop that they turned from other staple
products exclusively to cotton. The increase in preparation for the next season gave
planters hope that three times the amount would be raised. As a consequence of this
expansion, “the commerce of that section of our territory bordering on Red river, above
the big raft, is becoming so important, than an industrious and enterprising citizen of
Hempstead county, has recently commenced building a Steam-boat there, which is
intended to be employed in the trade of that country.” Since the town of Fulton
represented the head of navigation above the raft for boats heading downstream, its
importance also grew as a point of transshipment to keel and flatboats negotiating the
myriad channels of the raft.28
In the 1823 campaign to elect a delegate to Congress from Arkansas, the two
candidates, Thomas Eskridge and Henry Conway, published circular letters presenting
their respective objectives they hoped to accomplish once they arrived in Congress. At a
time when almost all politicians claimed to be “republican,” the two men shared virtually
identical platforms. One of their common major objectives was to “endeavor to get
Congress to co-operate with the State of Louisiana and this Territory, in opening the raft
of Red river.” In an effort to possibly aid Eskridge’s chances at the polls, Woodruff
published a letter written by Eskridge to friends in Virginia, describing the territory and
extolling its virtues. Besides describing the other major rivers in Arkansas, Eskridge
stated that the Red River was navigable for the entire 1200 miles through the territory
from its southern border. The western half of the territory that forms present-day
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Oklahoma had not been severed from the eastern half, but Eskridge made claims of
steamboat navigation for a river that had not even been explored half of its length. While
he truthfully mentioned the raft as an obstruction to navigation, Eskridge claimed that the
difficulties of passing through the raft had been greatly exaggerated. “The raft has been
represented to be impassable. There never was a more egregious misrepresentation.”
Eskridge, like others, advocated using the lakes and bayous paralleling the main channel
as the best means to open the raft. The added publicity did not give Eskridge an edge over
his competition as Conway was elected delegate.29
As important as the raft’s removal appeared to be in the political campaign, no
memorials to Congress for its removal came out of the territorial legislative session for
1823. Conway introduced no resolutions in the spring 1824 Congressional session
seeking river improvements. The first effort to have the raft investigated came in
December 1824, when Conway introduced a resolution to the House of Representatives
asking the Committee on Roads and Canals to “inquire into the expediency of authorizing
the President…to employ a skilful engineer to examine the raft on Red river…and report
the most practicable means of removing the same, or opening a channel around it.” The
resolution was set aside for consideration on another day, but was not addressed before
the Christmas break. The committee to which the resolution was referred decided not to
address the issue since they did not have enough information to make a report, or enough
time to receive that information before the end of the session. The issue did not end there,
though.30
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Knowing the result of Conway’s efforts in the House, and understanding the
importance of the raft’s removal to both Louisiana and Arkansas, on January 21, 1825,
Senator Josiah Johnston of Louisiana introduced a bill to the Senate authorizing the
president “the laying out and opening of a passage through the Raft, in the Red River,”
employing army personnel to accomplish the job. The bill was sent to the Committee on
Roads and Canals which reported it to the committee of the whole on February 16 for a
third reading, but as with the resolution in the House the bill was laid on the table on
February 28, not to be addressed before the end of the session.31
Refusing to by stymied, Conway introduced another resolution in the House, also
on February 28, requesting the president “to cause a survey to be made, by an officer of
the Corps of Engineers, of the obstructions in Red river, usually denominated the Rafts,
and cause an estimate of the expense necessary to remove the same to be laid before
Congress at the next session.” Prior to his arrival in Washington, D.C., Conway consulted
with Major General Winfield Scott, commanding general of the western department
headquartered at Louisville, Kentucky, who informed Conway that officers qualified to
conduct such a survey were already stationed at Cantonment Jesup, near Natchitoches
and the raft. These officers could perform this duty at little cost to the government and
submit the desired information to Congress by the next session. Since the General Survey
Act of 1824 had given the president the authority to order such surveys without
instructions for any specific project, George McDuffie, representative from South
Carolina, opposed this resolution as it tied the president to a specific instruction. He
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believed the resolution should have been modified to simply allow the commanding army
officer nearest the raft to order a detachment for this duty, placing the responsibility on
the army, not the president. Conway agreed to this modification and was supported by
Edward Livingston of Louisiana on the resolution. Peter Sharpe of New York opposed
the resolution as being unnecessary, and the resolution was tabled. All of this legislative
maneuvering allowed Conway to approach the army towards having the survey and
estimate calculations submitted to Congress by the next session.32
Taking the initiative, Conway wrote a letter to Secretary of War James Barbour
on March 14, 1825, informing him of the need to remove the raft and the communication
between Conway and Scott regarding the use of officers and soldiers from Cantonment
Jesup to perform the work. Besides mentioning that the lands above the raft to the
western boundary of Arkansas Territory were the property of the general government and
would increase in value if the raft was removed, Conway further justified the need for its
removal militarily. Conway stated that “about one hundred and fifty miles above the raft,
the Government has established a permanent Military Post,” meaning Fort Towson,
“which is dependent on the navigation of Red river for its principal supplies.” This
reasoning placed the responsibility with the military rather than simply the desires of the
inhabitants living near the raft for its removal. Based on this information, Conway trusted
that Barbour would instruct Scott to order the survey and estimate calculations, with a
report submitted in time to be laid before Congress at the next session. Barbour replied to
Conway on March 17, stating that although there was not an officer of the Corps of
Engineers available at the time, he would instruct Scott to have an officer from
32
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Cantonment Jesup perform this duty and report to the War Department in time for the
next session of Congress.33
True to his word, on March 18, 1825, Barbour started the instructions down the
chain of command from Major General Jacob Brown, General of the Army in
Washington, to Scott in Louisville, who consulted with Lieutenant Colonel Zachary
Taylor. Taylor had firsthand knowledge of the Red River region, and advised Scott that
gaining knowledge of the extent of the raft and its removal could not happen until “the
Season of frost of this year,” due to the “almost certainty of fatal consequences to the
party detached for the service” during the summer and early fall, and the vegetation in the
area of the raft “is represented to be of so rank and thick a character, as to render it a
matter of more than doubt, whether they would be able to penetrate it.” As a result of
receiving this information from Taylor, Scott suggested to the adjutant general in
Washington on May 26, 1825, that since the delay was unavoidable, an officer “practiced
in Topographical duties, and furnished with the necessary instruments,” be assigned to
Cantonment Jesup to arrive by October 10, giving him and his detail time to conduct the
survey and submit the report for the next Congressional session. He also recommended
extra compensation be given to the men assigned to this duty.34
Unfortunately, no officer meeting Scott’s requirements was available by the
October date, so on October 25, 1825, Scott directed Lieutenant Colonel James Many,
commanding officer at Cantonment Jesup, to assign a detachment of twenty-five men
33

Arkansas Gazette, April 19, 1825.

34

Commanding General [Major General Jacob Brown] to Secretary of War James
Barbour, March 18, 1825, Territorial Papers, vol. 20, 14; Lieutenant Patrick H. Galt [Adjutant
General, Western Department] to Adjutant General, Washington, D.C., May 26, 1825, ibid., 5051.

374

from his post under the command of Captain George Birch and Lieutenant Francis Lee of
the Seventh Infantry Regiment to perform the exploration of the raft and report its
findings and estimate of cost to the War Department for submission to Congress,
hopefully before the end of their session. The officers were authorized to employ “good
and efficient guides” of the country to be explored to aid in the survey, along with
obtaining the boats, tools, implements, and provisions that the “character and duration of
the service” might require. The question of extra compensation was to be determined by
the secretary of war at a later date, and most likely it was dependent on the timeliness and
quality of the information submitted. As it turned out, Birch and Lee, along with about
fifty troopers, did not leave Natchitoches to examine the raft until January 9, 1826. Since
the crew made such a late start of the work, it was not completed in time for Congress to
act on the receipt of their report during that session.35
Not everyone was enthusiastic about removing the raft, though. A citizen of
Natchitoches going by the nom de plume “G” in a letter extracted from the Natchitoches
Courier argued against clearing the raft. The author claimed that the raft was a reservoir
for the water flowing from above and kept the current at a slower constant rate, and that
by removing the raft and straightening the bends the current would become faster, the rise
and fall of the stream would become more pronounced, and that flat lands below the raft
would be subject to more inundations. Also, with the rise and fall of the river level
becoming more drastic, the water would be too low for at least six months of the year for
steamboats to navigate upriver. With valuable cargoes on board stranded, this would
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greatly injure the commerce of the planters and merchants along the river and ruin the
plantations along the river’s banks.36
More citizens sought the raft’s removal than opposed it, with most of them
advocating the idea of cutting canals through the neck of the bends, straightening the
river’s course as “G” warned against. Another correspondent claimed that if the
obstructions were removed, “Red River will then be made navigable for Steam-boats of
moderate size, within sixty miles of Santa Fee [sic]…and from whence it will be easy to
go with barges twenty four leagues farther, which will add much to the riches and
prosperity of Louisiana, by facilitating the immense commerce of the interior provinces.”
This same writer claimed that the lands along the river above the raft could be cultivated
as high up the river as Santa Fe, with “wheat and tobacco, and all other produce that are
cultivated in the western states, may be raised there, as well as cotton.”37
This last claim may have exaggerated the ability to cultivate these crops that far
westward, but it emphasized the growing importance of the major aims of those desiring
the raft’s removal: the lucrative Santa Fe trade and cotton as a staple crop. An article
extracted from the Alexandria (Louisiana) Herald castigated the federal government for
protracting the sales of public land along the Red River, claiming that “there is no Cotton
country in the world that presents greater inducements than this section of the State.”
Besides the obstacles the government presented in not bringing the lands into the market
for sale, rumors of the unhealthy condition of the lands around the Red River also had to
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be overcome. The greatest deterrent to emigration to the region, though, was the inability
to navigate through the Great Raft, something Conway worked hard to overcome.38
The Arkansas Territorial General Assembly acted on passing a memorial to
Congress in the 1825 legislative session. On October 19, 1825, the assembly’s house of
representatives passed a memorial seeking an appropriation for removal of the Red River
Raft, citing the recovery of inundated lands and the enhancement of the public land
values above the raft, the ability to ship inhabitants’ produce and encourage emigration,
and the aid to supplying the military stationed above the raft and improved defense of the
territory’s frontier. The legislative council concurred the next day and sent the memorial
to the governor for his approval, which was given. Since the assembly was aware of the
order by the secretary of war to examine the raft, the memorialists hoped that the survey
report and estimate arrived in time for Congress to arrive at an appropriation sum for the
project. Such was not the case.39
Lacking information from Birch and Lee in time to make his annual report for
1825 to Congress, all that Barbour could do was submit the vague and speculative
information supplied by Quartermaster General Thomas Jesup: “As it regards the military
defence of that frontier, I consider the improvement of the navigation of the Red river a
matter of the first importance; it might be done by the troops, and I confidently believe
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the difference of the expense for the supply of Fort Towson would in five years equal the
sum necessary to complete the work.”40
As for Birch and Lee, they returned to Natchitoches around the first of March
1826, after spending nearly two months examining the Great Raft. In their survey of the
river, they discovered about 180 rafts in one hundred miles of the old river channel and to
remove the jams they believed the labor and expense would be great with little effect,
since the dislodged logs would simply form new obstructions as they floated
downstream. Instead they advocated creating a new route using the bayous and lakes that
ran parallel with the old bed, but to the west of the original channel. By cutting a halfmile long canal from Bayou Pierre it would open navigation into Lake Soto, which they
estimated to be about one hundred miles long with a deep channel. The lake connected
with the Red River about twenty-five miles above the head of the raft, while Bayou Pierre
connected with the river about six miles above Natchitoches, with little obstruction. By
adopting their plan, they claimed that steamboats could ascend the Red River at least one
thousand miles above Natchitoches, possibly reaching to New Mexico, which actually
meant to Santa Fe, the desired destination for trade. Their conclusions helped lead the
War Department and Congress into thinking that little expense was needed to improve
navigation around the raft, and any future appropriation was going to reflect that
perception.41
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Henry Conway’s May 25, 1826, circular letter to the people of Arkansas
expressed his intent to pursue the improvement of the navigation of the Red River,
repeating the claims of Birch and Lee that the project could be accomplished with little
expense. On December 7, 1826, Conway introduced the memorial passed by the general
assembly the previous year for an appropriation to remove the raft, and it was referred to
the Committee on Roads and Canals. During the same period, Conway was occupied in
steering appropriation requests through the House for roads from Memphis to Little
Rock, Cantonment Gibson to Little Rock, Fort Smith to Natchitoches, and the “National
Road” from St. Louis to Alexandria, Louisiana, by way of Little Rock. 42
Growing impatient that the estimate for opening a passage through or around the
raft had not been submitted to the committee by the War Department and delaying the
reporting of the memorial out of the committee, Conway requested that the War
Department send the information to the House committee by the morning of January 10,
1827. Charles Fenton Mercer, representative from Virginia and chairman of the
Committee on Roads and Canals, had already requested the same information from the
army’s chief engineer, Major General Alexander Macomb. Evidently, all that Captain
Birch submitted to the War Department from his examination of the raft was a rough
map, indicating the obstructions and his suggested path around the raft. Macomb
proposed a sum “not exceeding $25,000, as sufficient for the purpose of rendering the
navigation through the Raft, safe and easy,” with the caveat that this estimate was
conjectural since he lacked a detailed report. To confuse the committee even more, two
letters were submitted to it, one by Governor George Izard of Arkansas Territory from
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Aaron Hanscom of Miller County near the Red River, and one by Conway from a
resident of Louisiana familiar with the raft. Where Captain Birch recommended opening
a passage using the lakes and bayous on the west side of the original river channel,
Hanscom suggested the chain of bayous and lakes on the east side as the common route
presently taken to bypass the raft and the obvious route to be opened.43
The letter writer from Louisiana clouded the issue further by stating that the only
way to satisfactorily create a navigation of the Red River was to remove the timbers that
created the raft, which would also eliminate the inundations seen each spring. His
experience found that the bayous and lakes suggested as bypasses to the raft by other
informants also became jammed by driftwood each spring and would eventually also
have to be cleared. The problem with the Red River which caused the rafts in the first
place was that there was no current for the driftwood to flow past the river’s bends. By
blocking the side outlets with the removed timber and debris, it would force the current
back into the main stream, increasing the current and pushing the annual driftwood
accumulation downstream. Realizing his information was sketchy, the correspondent
along with Doctor John Sibley and other local men were going to make a more thorough
examination of the main river channel the winter of 1826-1827. With these conflicting
opinions and the lack of hard evidence at its disposal, it was no wonder that the
committee reported the memorial out of committee on March 1, 1827, and promptly laid
it on the table for that session, to await more detailed information to form a
recommendation. Conway and Louisiana’s Senator Josiah Johnston did not simply let the
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matter rest. On March 4 they submitted the committee’s recommendations for further
examination of the raft “with reference to the permanency of the work, and to the cost of
making the improvement,” and to be submitted to Congress by the next session.44
Hoping that the military was compiling the information required by Congress to
approve an appropriation in the upcoming session to remove the Red River Raft, the
territorial general assembly passed another memorial to that effect in October 1827. The
memorial asked that further steps be taken by the government for the purpose of
“ascertaining the practicability and probable cost of removing the obstructions to the
navigation of Red river which are occasioned by the Raft, and soliciting the employment
of a skilful and competent engineer to make the necessary examination and surveys.”
This memorial, along with memorials regarding the military roads being built at the time,
would have been taken to Washington, D.C., by Henry Conway and submitted to
Congress in December had he not been killed by Robert Crittenden, the territorial
secretary, in a duel in November. This circumstance caused a special election to name a
successor delegate. Conway’s cousin, Ambrose H. Sevier, won the December 17, 1827,
election and carried on the legislative battles in the interest of the territory that his
predecessor started.45
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Ironically, as Conway met his death at the mouth of White River, just up the
Mississippi River near Memphis, Captain Henry Miller Shreve and his unusual boats
were working to clear the obstructions to navigation in that river. Memphis newspapers
noticed the arrival of Shreve the first week of November 1827, and while not ready to
laud his endeavors, they felt that “much good must result from the exertions of the
present experienced and indefatigable superintendent.” The next decade would prove the
value of that statement.46
Had Henry Shreve never entered into the business of clearing snags on the
Mississippi and Ohio rivers, he would have already been a well-known man in the West.
Shreve began his career on the western rivers in 1807, when at the age of twenty-two he
built his first barge of thirty-five tons at Brownsville, Pennsylvania, on the Monongahela
River. With a crew of ten men, Shreve began a fur trade between St. Louis and Pittsburgh
which lasted three years. In the summer of 1810, with a new barge and crew of twelve
men, Shreve entered a new venture by heading to the Fever River, at present-day Galena,
Illinois, to trade with the Indians for furs and lead, a commerce monopolized by the
British. The venture was successful, netting Shreve a profit of eleven thousand dollars,
but this lucrative trip brought so many other traders into the market that Shreve only
made the one trip to the Fever River, returning to Brownsville where he built another
barge of ninety-five tons in late 1810, and conducted a regular trade between Pittsburgh
and New Orleans over the next four years.47
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In 1814, Shreve became a partner in a Brownsville shipbuilding company which
built a Daniel French-designed steamboat of forty-five tons, the Enterprise, under the
supervision of Shreve. The boat made its first two trips to Louisville before leaving
Pittsburgh on December 1, 1814, bound for New Orleans with military supplies for
General Andrew Jackson’s army. Once at New Orleans, the Enterprise transported
material for the army in preparation for the battle against the British, until January 5,
1815. Shreve then joined an artillery battery and participated in the battle at New Orleans
against the British. The participation in events in New Orleans created a lasting bond
between Shreve and Jackson which both helped and hurt Shreve’s future endeavors on
the western rivers.48
Determined to ascend the Mississippi and Ohio rivers to Louisville, Shreve and
the Enterprise left New Orleans on May 3, 1815, and arrived at Louisville on May 31,
becoming the first steamboat to successfully complete the ascending trip. Many people
discounted the feat due to the fact that the Mississippi River experienced its spring flood,
inundating the whole region and dissipating the current. Doubts existed whether the small
steamboat could have made the same trip when the river was within its banks with its
normal current. After his return to Brownsville, Shreve moved his family and operations
to Louisville, where he had built a steamboat of his own design, the George Washington,
using two Daniel French-built high pressure engines set on a wide main deck with a flat,
shallow hull, and a second deck added above the main deck for passengers. The
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Washington departed Louisville on September 24, 1816, and arrived in New Orleans on
October 7. After being delayed by ice in the Ohio River on its return trip, the Washington
reached Louisville in November. Its second trip began on March 3, 1817, and the round
trip took only forty-one days. When Shreve arrived in New Orleans on the Washington’s
second trip, people in the city thought that he had experienced problems on the first trip’s
return to Louisville and had been forced to go back to New Orleans instead, not realizing
that he had been home and back in such a short time. This trip validated Shreve’s
steamboat design ideas along with making enough profit on the two voyages to pay for
the construction of the steamboat and its maintenance, and leaving a $1,700 balance for
dividends among the company’s stockholders. Because of the fame of Shreve’s
accomplishments and the rapidly increasing business for Mississippi River transportation,
Shreve’s boat-building company and his own steamboat shipping company became
highly successful by 1819. In 1824, Shreve built another George Washington, a
completely new design with each side paddlewheel operated by separate engines
allowing the boat’s pilot complete control of the sidewheel functions, making the vessel
much more maneuverable, important in the avoidance of obstructions in the rivers.49
Besides battling to overcome nature in his fight to succeed with the steamboat on
the western waters, Shreve also had to contend with the monopoly for the Mississippi and
Ohio river trade given to the company of Robert Fulton and Robert Livingston by
Orleans Territory in 1811. Both the Enterprise in 1814 and the George Washington in
1817 had been seized on their arrivals in New Orleans for violating the monopoly rights,
with Shreve even suffering arrest in 1817. Prepared for the inevitability of a legal battle
49
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even before the Enterprise arrived in 1814, Shreve had hired a prominent New Orleans
attorney to help with the legal issues. On the advice and aid of his council, Shreve paid
bail in the Enterprise incident, but his lawyer advised against paying bail after his arrest
in the Washington affair in 1817. Rumor spread through the city regarding Shreve’s
arrest, generating a large crowd that opposed the monopoly. To mitigate the conflict, the
company offered Shreve a half interest in the monopoly, which would have made him a
very wealthy man at the expense of the other steamboat operators on the western rivers,
something Shreve could not accept. Since the Washington was an original Shreve design
not violating French’s patents, and the clear inability of the French-designed Fulton and
Livingston steamboats to meet the needs of transportation on the western waters, the
monopoly claims were essentially abandoned by 1820. The ultimate death to the
monopoly came with the U.S. Supreme Court’s 1824 Gibbon v. Ogden decision, which
found the monopoly violated Congress’s regulation of commerce rights granted to the
federal government by the Constitution, and that state law had to yield to federal law.50
The rapid increase in the number of steamboats operating on the Mississippi
River, the Ohio River, and their tributaries by 1820 brought with it the growing need to
remove the dangerous obstructions in the rivers. In April 1820, Congress passed an act
appropriating five thousand dollars for the military to conduct surveys of the Mississippi
and Ohio rivers, aiming to discover the most practicable means of improving the
navigation of those rivers. President James Monroe readily approved the act since
improving the navigation of these rivers, which touched most of the states in the Union
and would enhance the commerce of the whole nation, clearly was national in scope. The
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resultant report from these surveys was submitted to Congress on January 22, 1823.
While the obstacles facing boatmen in the Ohio River were mostly rocks, shoals, and bars
that presented themselves in low water stages; the lower Mississippi River from the
mouth of the Ohio to the Gulf of Mexico was prone to vast inundations in the spring
causing a constant changing of the channel as old islands and bends disappeared in the
floods and new ones formed as the water receded. Whole forests were drawn into the
river with the collapsing river banks, choking the river in places with rafts and snags.
According to the report, nothing could be done to prevent the creation of snags, but they
could be removed from the river if machines were built to raise the logs, then saw or
break them off at a depth below the draft of any boats. Until then, the report’s only
recommendations to reduce accidents on the river were to keep “constant watchfulness on
the part of the pilot, and abstaining from running at night,” giving little solace to already
wary river boatmen.51
The report did bring Congress to pass an act to improve the navigation of the
Ohio and Mississippi rivers, which was approved on May 24, 1824. With an
appropriation of seventy-five thousand dollars, the president was authorized to remove all
of the trees which may have been fixed in the bed of the Mississippi River, from the
mouth of the Missouri River to New Orleans, and on the Ohio River from Pittsburgh to
that river’s junction with the Mississippi. The snags were to be cut off as close to the
river bed as possible, and any trees growing on the points of islands, sand bars, or near
the banks of the river where they could become hazards in low water stages were to be
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completely removed. The president was given discretion to determine the best means for
procuring the needed boats, machinery, and implements to carry out the job and he
delegated the execution and supervision of the work to the War Department. To entice
contractors, the chief of engineers advertised for applicants, offering a one thousand
dollar award for the best strategy for removing the snags, along with the equipment to
carry it through. The contract was given to whoever earned the award, which went to
John Bruce of Kentucky for sixty thousand dollars, to be paid on the execution of the
work and under the supervision and inspection of an officer of the Corps of Engineers.52
Bruce used what was termed a “machine boat,” which was made from two
flatboats placed parallel to each other with a gap of about eight to twelve feet between the
two hulls. The gap was spanned by cross timbers, joining the hulls and supporting a long
wooden lever perpendicular to the cross timbers. A large iron claw was attached to the
shorter end of the lever while a heavy rope was attached to the longer end and after
running through large wooden blocks, the rope was attached to a windlass, operated by
four men. The boat was floated into position with the two hulls straddling the snag, while
the claw was lowered and attached to the snag’s trunk. The rope was then wound around
the windlass pulling the lever arm down. The leverage applied to the long lever would
break the snag off, loosen it from the river bed, or raise it enough to be sawn off well
below the water level. This simple apparatus worked well on the rocks and smaller snags
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of the Ohio River, but was no match for the forest of stouter snags in the Mississippi
River.53
Initial reports by the superintending officer of Bruce’s work in 1825 on the Ohio
River between Pittsburgh and Louisville were favorable, claiming Bruce had “faithfully
executed his contract” on that section of the river. By the end of the year, rumors to the
contrary began filtering their way to the Engineer Department from people familiar with
the rivers and the work. Another officer of engineers was sent to examine the work on the
rivers and found the rumors to be accurate. The superintending officer was removed and
an acting superintendent was sent to replace him and enforce compliance with the
contract by the contractor. By the time the acting superintendent arrived, work on the
river halted due to the spring high waters. During this period of 1826, Samuel McKee
was recommended “by a number of the delegates from the western States,” as being
highly qualified to be superintendent and would make sure the contract was executed
properly. Once the water allowed the work to proceed, McKee and his assistant Captain
John Sowers pushed Bruce and his crew to complete operations to the mouth of the Ohio
where high water suspended operations again and the men returned to their homes in
Kentucky, but McKee died before reaching his home leaving Sowers as temporary
superintendent until a permanent one was appointed.54
Shreve had offered his views to the War Department on how to successfully
remove the obstructions to navigation in the western rivers as early as July 1824, but had
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been ignored. John C. Calhoun, the former secretary of war, remembered Shreve and
influenced the War Department to appoint Shreve as the new superintendent to oversee
the work. The appointment was made on December 10, 1826, and Shreve accepted the
superintendency on January 2, 1827. Wasting no time, he examined the work that had
been performed on the Ohio River to its mouth, and as soon as he returned home to
Louisville in February 1827, Shreve sent a lengthy correspondence to Secretary of War
James Barbour informing him of Bruce’s operations on the river. In Shreve’s opinion,
Bruce would not be able to meet the terms of the contract, either in time or funds. The
machine boats used, at least those that were not sunk or “wrecks,” were insufficient to
remove the snags, and were unmanageable in the stronger river currents, especially those
of the Mississippi River. Without propulsion, the machine boats slammed into the snags
and were difficult to hold in position, endangering the men working on the boats. Bruce
had already spent one-third of the appropriation but had completed less than one-tenth of
the work, and that work was performed poorly. If Bruce was allowed to continue, it
would be money and time wasted, according to Shreve. Shreve then offered his views on
successfully completing the project, which became the department’s policy once he had
proven its success.55
To improve the navigability of the Mississippi River, Shreve suggested starting at
three points on the river as soon as the water was at its lowest in the summer and
removing all the obstructions from those parts of the river that were dry during the low
water stage, which could be accomplished in one fall and winter season. Beginning
Hardin, “First Great River Captain,” 36; Henry M. Shreve to James Barbour, February
20, 1827, 1-6, S196, Henry Miller Shreve Letters Received, February 1827-March 1840, Records
of the Office of the Chief Engineer, Microfilm Reel #1, Film 20, RG77, National Archives,
Louisiana State University-Shreveport (hereafter cited as Shreve Letters, LSU-S).
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earlier meant that the water would still be too high to see the obstructions and starting
later would find the workers caught by the next flood season. By concentrating on a few
of the worst places with obstructions that were visible at low water rather than attempting
to remove all the obstructions on the whole river lessened the risk to shipping at a time of
the year when planters wanted to send their cotton down river to New Orleans. This
concentrated effort also reduced the expense of removing the obstructions to fulfill the
contract’s intent: improve navigation of the rivers and not simply to remove every tree in
the river beds. Another benefit to working on the river after the water level had fallen in
late summer was the avoidance of the annoying mosquito season and the “prevailing
diseases of the country” which made procuring laborers for river work difficult. The
bottom line for the War Department was Shreve’s estimate to perform the work at
twenty-five thousand dollars, “if judiciously managed.” This amount was considerably
less than the sixty-thousand dollars promised to Bruce.56
Under the act of March 3, 1827, Shreve was appointed superintendent and
contractor for improving the navigation of the Ohio River, and especially deepening the
channel at the area at the mouth of the Ohio known as the Grand Chain, a group of rocks
that made travel over or around them hazardous. With an appropriation of thirty thousand
dollars, Shreve removed obstructions in the main channel and experimented with creating
“wing dams” which used rocks and debris to close off secondary channels, diverting the
flow into the main channel, deepening the water level as a result. This experiment of
diverting water flow from side channels into the main channel became one of the major
components for improving the navigation of the Red River through the raft. By April
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1827, Chief Engineer Macomb was convinced of Bruce’s inability to perform as desired
and his contract was forfeited, leaving Shreve to continue in his place, removing the
obstructions only in the slack water of the chutes between the islands and sand bars as a
test of his ideas until his creation of a new steam-powered vessel for snag removal was
completed. It was during the fall of 1827 that Shreve conducted his work for the season
in the chutes of the Mississippi River from the mouth of the Ohio River to the mouth of
the White River that his saga dovetailed with that of Arkansas’s efforts towards
improving the navigation on its rivers.57
For 1828, Shreve returned to working on the chutes of the Mississippi River from
the mouth of the Missouri River southward to the mouth of White River, hoping that he
could work as far as Natchez or even Baton Rouge before the high waters forced him to
stop for the season. The character of the Mississippi River above Cape Girardeau,
Missouri, resembled the Ohio River more than the lower Mississippi, with its rockier
banks not as prone to cave-in, reducing the amount of snags in that reach of river. Having
begun work in the upper Mississippi River in September 1828, by October 10 his crews
amounting to 170 men were at the mouth of the Ohio and working quickly southward.
Shreve left the work under the supervision of Captain John Sowers, his assistant, while
Shreve went up the Ohio River to supervise the building of his much anticipated new
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steam snagboat at New Albany, Indiana. This town was a center for steamboat building
directly across the river from Louisville. The construction of the snagboat was
progressing well, and Shreve hoped to see it on the rivers before the Ohio River froze
over. He was disappointed in this hope due to several problems, but in April 1829, Shreve
was confident the snagboat would be completed in time to work on the Mississippi River
and it was launched on April 28, 1829.58
His hopes were dashed in July by low water in the Ohio River preventing the boat
from passing over the bars of the Ohio. The new boat’s draft was exactly five feet six
inches, but the river depth had not exceeded four feet over the bars since mid-June.
Fortunately, the river rose in early August and allowed Shreve and the new United States
Steam Snagboat Heliopolis—Shreve consistently spelled the name “Helepolis”—to begin
its operations at “Plum Point, the most dangerous place on the Mississippi River,” a bend
in the Mississippi River opposite present-day Osceola, Arkansas. Shreve could have
tested his new invention anywhere else on the river, but he chose the worst case to prove
his new boat’s worthiness. In only eleven hours, the Heliopolis had cleared “that whole
forest of formidable snags, so long the terror of the boatman.”59
The Heliopolis was more than just a steam-powered machine boat. It was a
special-built craft that combined crude battering ram technology with a more
sophisticated steam-powered windlass and cable system, propelled by steam and
sidewheel paddles. The Heliopolis used two specially designed hulls that, like the
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machine boats, were positioned parallel to each other with several feet of space between
the hulls. Between the bows of the hulls was a large, tapered, metal-encased beam that
connected the two hulls. Another smaller such beam connected the aft portion of the
hulls. From about midway of the hulls aftward, were a series of crossbeams and rollers.
On the deck of each hull forward of midship, sat the boilers and engines. The engines
supplied power to both the paddle wheels and a large windlass that straddled the hulls
amidship of the vessel. Using clutch and gear mechanisms, the drive shafts for the paddle
wheels were disengaged during snagging operations, and another drive shaft was engaged
to pull the cable for the windlass.
When the Heliopolis approached a snag above water with its roots firmly
embedded in the mud or sand of the river bed, the forward beam would make contact
with the tree and the force of the steamboat would break the tree from the root, “all of
them break below the surface of the mud or sand from three to ten feet,” and the rest of
the tree simply floated away. If the tree had not embedded itself firmly in the river bed
and would not break with the beam, cables were attached to the tree and using the main
windlass the tree was pulled onto the rollers between the hulls, with the roots stopping
forward of the windlass and over the water. The root was cut off first and dropped in deep
water, where it sank. The trunk was trimmed of its limbs and cut into lengths of twenty to
thirty feet before being thrown over the stern using the rollers (see figs. 28-30).
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Figure 28. Plan view of Henry Shreve’s snagboat. United States Patent Office, “Improved
Machine for Removing Snags and Sawyers from the Beds of Rivers,” Specifications
Forming Part of Letters Patent No. 913, by Henry M. Shreve, September 12, 1838, Box 1,
Folder 3, 001, courtesy of LSU Shreveport Archives—Noel Memorial Library.
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Figures 29 & 30. Front, side, and section views of the snagboat, illustrating ramming a
snag and breaking it off, or pulling the snag aboard by windlass and chain. United States
Patent Office, “Improved Machine for Removing Snags,” Letters Patent No. 913, by
Henry M. Shreve, September 12, 1838, Box 1, Folder 3, 001, courtesy of LSU Shreveport
Archives—Noel Memorial Library.
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According to Shreve, every type of timber floated once the root was removed and would
not become embedded again.60 If the snag was below the water surface where the forward
beam passed over it, another method was used to bring the trunk of the tree above the
surface of the water. The ends of a large chain were attached to the bows of the hulls,
then the bend—or “bight”—formed in the middle of the chain was passed about thirty
feet between the hulls aftward of the forward main beam and held above the surface of
the water by lines until the “breaker” that the current made going over the submerged end
of the tree was a few feet aft of the bows and between the hulls. The bight of the chain
was then dropped below the water surface where the chain would catch the snag and
break it off in mid-span, or would pull the end of the tree above water and held there. The
paddle wheels kept the boat in position against the snag while the main windlass chain
was attached to the tree and it was pulled onto the rollers and disposed of as before.
Shreve claimed the process for removing even the largest snag took about forty-five
minutes.61
Now that he and his snagboat were vindicated, Shreve was ready to really put it to
work. After heading down the Mississippi River, on the passage back up he would
remove “all the obstructions at several of the most dangerous places on the River, say
Islands Sixty-two & Sixty-three, Mouth of St. Francis River, Grand cutoff, etc.” Once at
the Ohio River, the snagboat would clean the mouth of that river before heading back
down the Mississippi River, finally able to remove the snags in the main channel, the
objective Shreve had been waiting two years to accomplish. Shreve was not the only one
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to have faith in his snagboat; the officers and crew of the Heliopolis submitted a letter to
the Engineer Department certifying the success of the vessel at Plum Point and Islands
Sixty-two and Sixty-three, stating that it was their belief that the snagboat was capable of
removing “any description of snag in the channel of the Mississippi; and upon trial we
have found that she has more than answered our most sanguine expectations.” Now that
he possessed the tool for the job and perfected the method for improving the navigation
on any river, the stage was set for him to tackle the Red River Raft.62
If amateur explorers around the raft area had their way, Shreve would not have a
chance to remove the raft. Instead they still sought a passage around the raft. Selfproclaimed frontier experts, such as Richard Finn, were hired by local merchants and
farmers of the country above the raft to make private exploratory expeditions through it
to find the best and least expensive route through the maze. Finn made his exploration
during the summer of 1828 and advocated a crossing route, beginning up the bayous and
lakes on the east side of the main channel, then crossing the main channel about midway
between the foot and head of the raft to the west chain of bayous and lakes. His excursion
also required cutting a passage through the neck of a bend to reach the next bayou and in
some areas he could barely force his pirogue through the narrow and swampy sloughs.
Even though his choice was using the existing side channels, as rough as they were, Finn
did find that there was not the amount of driftwood in the main channel as most people
thought; there were some areas clear of obstruction for several miles in the old bed of the
river. Another scheme suggested waiting until the fall when the water in the river was at
its lowest, then consuming the dry driftwood with fire. This would be less expensive than
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the other ideas but also more dangerous for the surrounding area. One expert did carry a
voice of some authority in his views of improving navigation on the Red River, and his
views were sought by powerful men. He was Doctor Joseph Paxton, one of the three
commissioners who surveyed and marked the Memphis to Little Rock Military Road in
1825.63
As one of the first official actions taken by Ambrose Sevier as territorial delegate,
he had forwarded a petition from the territory to the president seeking appointment of
Paxton as one of the superintendents to open the Great Raft. By January 1828, Sevier had
not heard whether the president had acted on the appointment. Sevier communicated with
Henry Clay, the secretary of state, and asked Clay if he could find out the status of the
appointment and let Sevier know. Not satisfied in the lack of an answer regarding Paxton,
in February 1828, Sevier privately requested Paxton investigate the raft and submit a
report to Sevier, which could then be laid before Congress to help it decide on granting
the appropriation for the raft’s removal. In the meantime, a Senate internal improvement
bill which lumped harbor and river improvement appropriations into one bill made its
way through both chambers and was approved by President John Quincy Adams on
May 23, 1828. This act included a fifty thousand dollar appropriation for improving the
navigation of the Mississippi and Ohio rivers, and a twenty-five thousand dollar
appropriation for improving the navigation of the Red River, “through or around the
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Raft.” The problem was deciding which approach to take in the improvement: through or
around.64
Joseph Paxton could have helped sway the decision, if only the War Department
had listened to him. By August 1, 1828, he had completed his own investigation of the
causes of the raft, the best means of opening a passage through it, the benefits the project
would bring to both the territory and the federal government, and an estimated cost for
opening a route through the raft. Paxton had intimate knowledge of the stream and the
raft since he resided in Hempstead County through which the river flowed. Being both a
physician and a surveyor with more than just a passing interest in geology allowed
Paxton to view the Red River and its raft in a more scientific manner. The report he
produced gave the first accurate reasoning of the causes of the Great Raft. Because of the
lack of sufficient incline of the land when it reached southwest Arkansas and northwest
Louisiana, the debris that flowed down the river with each freshet slowed at the many
bends, creating the rafts. Paxton believed that the main channel was the best route to
open, and the power of steamboats was the “proper instrument for effecting the removal
of those loosely connected rafts from it.” Steamboats could tow the slow-moving rafts
“that would not float themselves in high or that might not be burned in low water, into the
immense basin below, formed by the meeting of this channel, Bayou Pierre, and the
outlet from lake Bisteno.”65
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Besides towing the rafts downstream, Paxton suggested that a survey of the river
be made, especially measuring the distance across the necks of the many bends, then
drawing a line across the necks which would indicate those necks that were narrowest.
By cutting small canals across these necks, the labor would be lessened as the river itself
would do most of the work in creating cut-offs. Since the rafts tended to form in the curve
of the bends, the river would bypass the rafts through the newly formed cut-offs, thus
alleviating the need to tow as many rafts by steamboat, the abandoned bends would then
form places that new driftwood could be pushed into, and the channel would be shortened
by many miles. That last benefit alone made the cost justifiable but restoring the free flow
of the water through the main channel would over time drain the inundated lands,
creating thousands of acres of new public land for sale. Paxton had heard from planters in
the East that if the Great Raft was removed, a large number of emigrants were ready to
move to the southwest corner of the territory meaning a large number of sales of public
land. Congress could not ignore this large influx of funds into the federal treasury. Since
virtually all of the land in the raft was public land, Congress was responsible for its
management. Using this argument, those who opposed federal spending on internal
improvements would cause Congress to be seen as poor managers of its resources.
“Colonel [John C.] Calhoun says,” according to Paxton, “in the above vindication, that
the United States were bound to contribute to such improvement as would enhance the
value of their lands.” The potential of millions of dollars in revenue counterbalanced
Paxton’s cost estimate, if “properly managed,” of fifty thousand dollars and helped
influence Congress in recognizing the importance of the project and the need for future
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appropriations. So important was Paxton’s letter that it was ordered to be printed, with an
additional two hundred copies to be distributed among the Senate members.66
Unfortunately, the War Department decided to adopt the Richard Finn plan for
improving the navigation of the Red River. In 1828, the responsibility for the project was
given to the commanding engineer for the Gulf Coast. Captain William Henry Chase was
then given the assignment to examine the raft in the winter of 1829, and finished his
survey around the first part of June. His opinion was that the obstructions were “of a far
less formidable character than they have generally been represented; and that they are
susceptible of removal at a small expense, compared with the immense advantages which
would result from the accomplishment of so highly important an undertaking.” After
Chase submitted his report to the Engineer Department, as with the road projects
underway in the territory, a lack of engineer officers forced the project to become the
responsibility of the post nearest the raft, which was Cantonment Jesup. The commander
of this post then assigned the project to Lieutenant Washington Seawell of the Seventh
Infantry Regiment beginning in August 1829.67
With about one hundred laborers, Seawell began about twelve miles above the
head of the raft where a bayou left the Red River on the west side and flowed into Small
Lake. Red Bayou exited Small Lake to the south and eventually fed into Clear Lake,
which was actually a northern part of Lake Sodo (Soder on Shreve’s map). He cleared a
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passage through cypress and willows growing along the edges of the stream in this bayou
to allow better navigation. Once in Lake Sodo, boats could travel south about fifty miles,
negotiating through cypress thickets. Another bayou connected Lake Sodo with the main
channel above a tight bend at Coate’s Bluff before the channel split; one outlet fed Bayou
Pierre, another continued the main channel. Most of the water flowed into Bayou Pierre,
which caused rafts to form in the main channel below this bend. The middle of the bend
was blocked by a raft, preventing navigation into Bayou Pierre and forcing Seawell to cut
a long canal to bypass the raft. Once in Bayou Pierre, the route led southward through a
chain of small lakes and bayous until returning to the main channel about five or six
miles above Natchitoches. By September 1831, Seawell had opened the passage out of
the Red River into Small Lake and had cut his canal around the bend at Coate’s Bluff, but
by then the appropriation was expended and operations ceased. Still, Seawell believed
that his work had made the passage around the raft navigable for about fifty miles and for
another estimated twenty thousand dollars, the remaining portion could also be made
navigable.68
To prove that navigation around the raft was possible, Benjamin Milam purchased
the small steamboat Alps for the expressed intent of being the first steamboat through the
Great Raft. Renaming his boat the Enterprise and towing two large keelboats, Milam set
out from Natchitoches on May 23, 1831, and arrived at Long Prairie, in Lafayette
County, Arkansas Territory, on June 16. Due to the low stage of the water, Milam and his
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crew had to open their own passages through the narrow bayous to make the journey,
which he had vowed he would accomplish or sink in the attempt. Fortunately his efforts
paid off in accomplishing the feat, but after arriving in Long Prairie, Milam concluded
that his preference was to have the rafts removed from the main channel of the river, as
this was the only means of making the improvement permanent, a conclusion that other
inhabitants agreed with. The elation expressed at the Enterprise’s arrival by both the
inhabitants along the banks and the military personnel at Cantonment Towson which
were supplied by Milam indicated the importance of seeing the improvement
accomplished at whatever cost.69
Perhaps the group most disappointed with the efforts of the federal government to
improve navigation of the Red River was the territorial legislature of Arkansas. In
passing a memorial for another appropriation to remove the Raft of Red River, the
general assembly reminded Congress that inhabitants of the territory, considered as
authorities on the raft, had sought a removal of the raft as the only true means for a
permanent solution. Short canals making passages into shallow bayous and lakes created
an unsatisfactory circuitous route that was unacceptable to the legislators, especially
when a new incentive made improving the river system through the territory even more
desirable: Indian removal.70
The passage into law of the Indian Removal Act (1829) meant that large numbers
of emigrants were anticipated to cross the territory to their new lands in the West. The
signing of the Treaty of Dancing Rabbit Creek with the Choctaws on September 27,
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1830, was the first treaty under the new act, giving the Indians three years to emigrate.
Their boundary began where the Arkansas boundary line crossed the Arkansas River at
Fort Smith, then ran west following the Canadian fork to its source, from that point—or
the western limits of United States territory if the river’s source ran past the limit—the
boundary went due south to the Red River, then east along the river’s course to the
Arkansas boundary turning north to the beginning point at Fort Smith. The quickest and
easiest emigration routes to the Choctaw lands were expected to be the Arkansas and Red
rivers. Nearly four thousand Choctaws arrived at Vicksburg, Mississippi, between
November 15-25, 1831, and by the end of November, over twenty-five hundred
embarked on four steamboats. Part of the group headed for the Arkansas River, where the
Indians would disembark at Little Rock and go the rest of the way overland on the new
military road to Washington, in Hempstead County, then along the military road to Fort
Towson and their new home along the Kiamichi River. The second part of the group
headed down the Mississippi River to the mouth of the Red River, then entered the
Ouachita River and traveled up it to Ecore Fabre, at present-day Camden, Arkansas,
where they also disembarked and marched the remainder of the way to the Kiamichi
home. Had the Great Raft been removed they could have traveled the entire way by
steamboat, reducing the hardships on these beleaguered people.71
Knowing that eventually the rest of the southeastern nations would be removed
and have to pass through Arkansas, the territorial legislature also passed memorials in the
1831 session to improve the navigation of the Arkansas and White rivers. Sevier
promptly presented all of these memorials for river improvement to Congress on
71
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December 19, 1831. The bills for improving the Red and Arkansas rivers passed both
houses of Congress and were approved by President Andrew Jackson on July 3, 1832.
This act appropriated a further twenty-thousand dollars to any remaining funds that had
been carried over to the surplus fund from the 1828 Red River appropriation; and fifteen
thousand dollars for improving navigation of the Arkansas River. The Arkansas River
portion came with a proviso: if the Engineer Department found after examining the
Arkansas River that Shreve’s crews, who were working on the Mississippi and Ohio
Rivers, could be put to use on the Arkansas River when not actually working on those
two rivers, then the crews would be used that way. If that happened, Shreve would be
paid a compensation of three thousand dollars per year, but would not be allowed
commissions on his disbursements. With the enactment of this legislation, Henry Shreve
now joined the fight against the Great Raft and the obstructions of Arkansas rivers.72
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CHAPTER 9
IMPROVING THE WATERWAYS, PART TWO
Henry Shreve’s self-confidence in accomplishing any endeavor he attempted was
refreshing, especially since he backed his claims with action. Anything was possible if
Congress provided enough money. Timing of the appropriations was the key to how long
it took to successfully complete the improvements. Unfortunately, the appropriations for
the Red and Arkansas rivers were made too late in 1832 for work to begin on the Red
River Raft that season. Since the work that had already been performed at the raft was
deemed to be impermanent by those living near the raft or by those who had an opinion
on the matter, the work’s suspension was not seen as too bad a loss. They anxiously
wanted to see the removal of the raft itself by “one or two of the steamboats at present
employed in improving the navigation of the Mississippi and Ohio rivers” which they
believed would not only benefit navigation of the river but “would reclaim, by drainage,
an immense tract of valuable land.” 1
The examination of the Arkansas River was also delayed due to the lack of an
officer of engineers for the task. When seeking the appropriation in the House of
Representatives, Sevier questioned the need to make an examination of the Arkansas
River, when river improvement projects in states such as Missouri, or the Mississippi
River improvements required no such examinations. Sevier bemoaned that before
receiving the fifteen thousand dollar appropriation, a battalion of “Cadets—striplings
who have scarcely age and strength enough to wag under the weight of their cockades
and finery” had to survey the river. “Yes, sir, those modern Solomons, it seems, must
1
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ascend the Arkansas in a steam-boat, at the rate of about eight knots an hour, for the
purpose of counting snags and calculating their dimensions. A fine employment for our
beardless heroes!” cried Sevier. He continued, “To suppose that any good would result
from a survey of that river, is worse than folly—nonsense and madness. It is a useless
expenditure of the public money.” Still, to receive the appropriation he had to acquiesce
to the examination by the engineers.2
After the success of the Heliopolis in the 1830 season on the Mississippi and Ohio
rivers, Shreve decided to build a second snagboat, which he named the Archimedes. Built
on the same principles as the Heliopolis, the new boat had a shallower draft of about
three feet three inches, enabling it to operate on the smaller tributaries and in less water
where the Heliopolis, with a draft at about six feet, could not go. When Shreve received
the orders at Louisville to proceed to the Red River to remove the raft, both snagboats
were operating on the Mississippi River above the mouth of the Ohio. Shreve anticipated
such an order from the Engineer Department and gave no hesitation in supplying an
estimate to perform the job. Not surprisingly, the total estimate was $21,663, which
happened to be the full amount of the funds available in the appropriation. Shreve
planned to send the Archimedes to the Red River, along with the small steamboats Java,
Souvenir, and Pearl, accompanied by one of the machine boats used in the Ohio River.
The machine boats used by Shreve, also called wheel or hand boats, were smaller
versions of the snagboats but not steam-powered (see Fig. 31). Rather than using a large
lever arm as seen on the John Bruce machine boats, Shreve used a sixteen-foot diameter

2
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Figure 31. Model of the snagboat Archimedes depicting a snag being pulled on board by windlass to be
sawn. Photograph by Norman’s Studio, Vivian, Louisiana, June 2, 1976, Henry Miller Shreve Letters,
Box 1, Folder 1, courtesy of LSU Shreveport Archives—Noel Memorial Library.

wheel on the end of a shaft mounted fifteen feet above the deck with a rope wound
around the wheel before leading to the hand-operated windlass on the deck. This wheelwindlass combination gave a huge mechanical advantage in pulling snags up from the
river onto the boat’s deck using a large chain. Four men operated the windlass by hand,
hence the term “hand boat.” The snagboats were expected to be in St. Louis, Missouri, on
March 6, 1833, and as soon as Shreve could make the arrangements for tools, equipment,
supplies, and laborers the expedition would leave for the Red River on March 15 for a
four month employment. The crew included three captains, six mates, four each of steam
engineers, carpenters, blacksmiths, and cooks; two pilots, and one hundred laborers,
totaling 127 men.3
While Shreve was preparing for his assault on the Red River Raft, Lieutenant
Richard Collins had been ordered to make the examination of the Arkansas River; this at
a time when he was already working on the Little Rock to St. Francis River portion of the
Memphis to Little Rock road and the Jackson to Washington road. Since the Arkansas
experienced its annual spring rise at the time, the high water prevented any survey of the
snags in that river. By April 1833, word arrived in Little Rock that Lieutenant Thompson
S. Brown of the Corps of Engineers was assigned the duty of examining the Arkansas
River, with Collins to assist him. The news of finally having an engineer conduct the
3
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examination brought relief to the people of Arkansas, who were feeling frustrated that
nothing was happening on their river. Collins had earned a degree of respect from the
people for his work on the roads, so it was also comforting to know that he was involved
in the survey.4
Brown submitted his report on obstructions to navigation on the Arkansas River
to Gratiot on May 8, 1833. His instructions for the survey were to examine the river from
Cantonment Gibson to the mouth of the river, with a view “to the removal of such snags,
sawyers, sunken timber, rafts, and detached masses of stone, or boulders, as may offer
obstructions to its safe navigation.” Brown went further by giving a detailed description
of the river and its flood and low water stages, along with his opinion of how best to
serve the troopers at Gibson with supplies by river boats. This was probably influenced
by the officers at the post since they had already expressed the desire to purchase a small
steamboat to operate on the river between Fort Smith and Cantonment Gibson. Since
freshets came from a variety of streams, such as the Canadian, Grand, Verdigris, and
Illinois rivers and at different times, rises in the water could be sudden, with its fall
almost as quick. In Brown’s opinion, the junction of the Canadian and Arkansas rivers
was the head of steamboat navigation on the upper Arkansas River. “Between that point
and Fort Gibson, the chances of getting up and down with safety, and without detention,
in a boat of any considerable draft of water, are too precarious to be at-all relied upon.”
As a consequence of the condition of that part of the river, Brown suggested that a very
small steamboat based at Fort Smith or Cantonment Gibson would be useful for
transporting supplies between the two posts. This supported the earlier requests for the
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steamboat at Fort Smith. In an earlier report on the subject, it was claimed that the cost of
shipping by steamboat from the Mississippi River to Cantonment Gibson at high water
was $2.50 per barrel, but by keelboat during low water the cost was $3.25 per hundred
pounds.5
Of the obstructions to navigation which Brown reported on, he mentioned the
shallow rapids between Fort Smith and Cantonment Gibson, such as the “Devil’s Race
Ground,” about twenty miles below the cantonment; and Webber’s Falls, about forty
miles below the cantonment; along with the ledges and bars found between Fort Smith
and Little Rock. Between Little Rock and the mouth of the Arkansas River, it was a
completely different type of river that flowed through alluvial land, where no rock was
found below Little Rock. Brown also found no rafts, but the number of snags, sawyers,
and planters found in that part of the river made it “a matter of surprise that more
accidents have not occurred from them. Nothing but extreme care, great skill, the most
anxious attention in running at night, & laying by altogether when it was dark have
prevented the most serious results.” There were so many snags that “to designate
particularly where these obstructions occur, would be to identify individually nearly
every mile of the river.” Fortunately, Brown believed that Shreve’s snagboats and
machine boats could remove the obstructions, and had already met with Shreve in
Louisville on Brown’s way to Arkansas to gain his opinion on the subject. Shreve agreed
that his crews could work on the Arkansas River beginning in June and early July, when
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the water in the Mississippi River was too high to work there, and his crews had finished
on the Red River for the season.6
In regards to the cost for clearing the Arkansas River of these obstructions, Brown
estimated twenty thousand dollars for snag removal alone. If the trees along the banks
were also to be cut down and removed, he estimated that cost would be an additional
$21,816, but did not recommend this measure since the majority of the steamboat
captains and pilots operating on the river objected to it. Shreve had already adopted the
practice on the Mississippi River to good effect, but the pilots claimed that the stumps of
the cut trees when falling into the river floated downstream and became embedded on the
sand bars and shallows, stump end up, becoming more dangerous to the steamboats than
the whole trees that floated on the river. At least they could see the trees but the stumps,
if below water in the shallows, were invisible. This was an opinion Shreve fought against
with the boatmen, and would fight it on the Arkansas as well. The ultimate result of the
examination, though, was Brown’s recommendation for Shreve to remove the
obstructions until it was complete or the appropriation was depleted. This report probably
simply confirmed what Gratiot had already decided, but made it official. Gratiot sent
Shreve copies of Brown’s report and orders to proceed to the Arkansas River as
suggested. At the time Shreve was deep into the Red River Raft and making better
progress than had been anticipated.7
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Shreve’s own communications with Gratiot indicated that he, his boats,
equipment, and crew of 159 men arrived at the foot of the raft on April 11, 1833, while
his official report to the Engineer Department stated that they arrived on April 1. In either
case on arrival he found the water in the river within two feet of its highest stage, making
it impossible to clear the banks of timber and willows. These trees grew in such a way as
to spread over the river on both sides, narrowing the passage to a width of about 130 feet
for about fifty miles below the raft. Any timber floating downstream was likely to
become entangled with these branches, creating another raft as he passed the removed
logs down the river. Still, within the first day Shreve cleared about five miles of the raft
and found the raft more easily removed than originally anticipated. Were it not for the
inability to clear the trees from the banks, Shreve believed he could remove the entire raft
in sixty days, unless there were difficulties ahead he was unaware of (see Figs. 32-34).8
By May 8, Shreve had progressed about forty miles through the raft, removing in
that distance thirty-one sections of raft. This was accomplished by drawing them out log
by log and depositing them in the bayous on either side of the main channel. By using the
steamboats to push the debris into the outlets of the bayous where they left the channel,
he was able to dam them up, forcing the current back into the main stream,
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Figure 32. A section of the Red River Raft with a man standing on it in the middle of the stream. The photographs in this
and the next two figures were taken during the 1873 raft removal. R. B. Talfor, “Plate 16, Raft #5, Looking Upstream,
Before Work of Snagboat Aid,” Photographic Views of Red River Raft, dir. C. W. Howell and E. A. Woodruff
(Washington: U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, 1873). Courtesy of LSU Shreveport Archives—Noel Memorial Library.

415
415

Figure 33. A section of the Red River Raft almost completely choked with debris. R. B. Talfor,
“Plate 22, Raft #6,” Photographic Views of Red River Raft, dir. C. W. Howell and E. A.
Woodruff (Washington: U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, 1873). Courtesy of LSU Shreveport
Archives—Noel Memorial Library.
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Figure 34. Head of the Raft, completely closed. R. B. Talfor, “Plate 54, Head of Raft No. 25,”
Photographic Views of Red River Raft, dir. C. W. Howell and E. A. Woodruff (Washington: U.S.
Army Corps of Engineers, 1873). Courtesy of LSU Shreveport Archives—Noel Memorial
Library.

increasing the current flow in the main channel, and washing the river bed and the
remaining debris down the river. Before the bayous were closed, there was dead water for
about forty miles below the raft, which was not enough to draw the timber down the
river, causing the floating trees to collect and form rafts. With the current restored in the
portion of the river that had been cleared, the current flow increased to three miles per
hour. Also, the overhanging trees along the river banks on either side of the river had
been cleared, as well as the trees on the islands in the stream. Those trees had been
hauled out by their roots which helped the river begin eroding the islands themselves,
removing those obstacles to navigation as well. The objective for that season was to reach
Coate’s settlement, about halfway through the raft. If he succeeded, the safe steamboat
navigation through the raft would extend about eighty miles and the “keelboat navigation
at the same time would be shortened around the raft about two thirds in distance.” Shreve
became more confident of success in removing the raft. “As relates to the practicality of
expecting a compleat [sic] & permanent improvement there is no longer a doubt,” as long
as sufficient funds were provided. Fortunately, the health of the crew remained good up
to that point.9
By May 16, the work had progressed to fifty-five miles from where it had begun
and was at the junction of “Bayo Pass a goola,” or as it is spelled today Bayou
Pascagoula. This stream left the main channel on the west side of the river and fed into
Bayou Pierre. Since it was about as large as the main channel, Shreve used Bayou
Pascagoula to deposit debris from the rafts that he removed from the main channel for the
next twenty miles above the opening of Bayou Pascagoula. As with the other bayous
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below, closing Bayou Pascagoula restored the current in the main channel which helped
driftwood flow downstream and scour the river bed, deepening the channel. When he
closed operations in the raft on June 23, Shreve estimated they had progressed into the
raft seventy-one miles from the beginning of operations at the foot of the raft. On
descending the river from where they stopped, Shreve took measurements of the current
flow and river depths at the places they had cleared and found that removal of the raft had
washed out the deposit from the bottom of the river a depth of at least ten feet, and was
still taking place along a distance of forty miles below the original foot of the raft as well
as throughout the whole distance the raft had been removed.10
To complete the improvement in the rest of the river above, all of the bayous and
outlets had to be stopped up as the bayous and outlets had been below. The timbers and
debris that had been removed from the main channel had been conveyed into these side
streams, then by running the steamboats repeatedly against the debris pile, had managed
to close those streams. Before leaving for the season, Shreve had gone through the
remaining part of the raft between Norris’s settlement and Coate’s Bluff, where the canal
was cut by Lieutenant Seawell. In the thirty miles of meanders in this reach, Shreve
counted forty-six sections of raft, but none as heavy or difficult as the men had already
removed below. Also, the bayous in that stretch of river were larger, providing more
space to push the removed timbers into and closing them up. The islands already cleared
of timbers and their roots were being washed away by the renewed current, alleviating
them as a source of obstruction to navigation. Still, the trees that had grown up between
the river’s banks and the snags that were only seen in low water had to be removed since
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they would cause new rafts to form when the next freshets brought new timbers down the
river. The machine boats could remove these obstructions once the river reached low
water stage. Otherwise, Shreve repeated his claim that the Red River Raft could be
completely removed and steamboat navigation would be as safe and permanent as the
river below the raft or in the Mississippi River. The first season’s work in the raft proved
to be more successful than anyone could have anticipated, except for maybe Shreve
himself.11
The newspapers began an almost weekly report and tally of Shreve’s progress
through the raft, like war news from the front. On May 8, the Arkansas Gazette published
a letter from an inhabitant of Hempstead County, dated April 28, which reported the
progress through the raft at ten miles. The writer expressed confidence of Shreve’s
success but went beyond the local importance of the anticipated achievement. “The south
already begins to brighten up at the idea of being rid…of this great barrier to her
prosperity. No portion of country west of the Mississippi surpasses that bordering on Red
river, either in climate or fertility of soil, and I shall be greatly deceived if, in the course
of six months, our lands do not increase in price from fifty to one hundred per cent.”12
Shreve was beginning to take on an almost mythical persona, as expressed on
June 5, 1833, in a report that stated “Capt. Shreve was proceeding rapidly towards the
accomplishment of his Herculean task,” having progressed twenty-five or thirty miles
into the raft, “making the waters turn right and left…when this stupendous undertaking
shall have been accomplished, and our river laid open for navigation to its head waters,
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who shall set a boundary to the prosperity of our portion of the Union.” Then, in the same
column, as if a news flash had just been received by the newspaper, “LATER—Forty
miles of the Raft open.” As to the region itself, the climate was “mild as Persia, or the
Empire of the Mogul; fertile as the banks of the Nile, and salubrious as the south of
France; and capable of sustaining a population of more than a million of inhabitants.”
These allusions to classical locales helped boost not only the work, but the country itself
to those with an interest to immigrate to the region, as seen in the June 12 edition of the
Arkansas Gazette, when Woodruff stated that Shreve had reached Coates’ Landing,
“estimated to be half the distance from one end to the other” of the raft, and that “the vast
extent of country which will be thrown open for settlement, as soon as this great work is
accomplished, is almost incalculable.” By July 6, the newspaper reported that Shreve had
removed the obstruction for eighty miles. The people now only needed their own
Arkansas River cleared of its snags and another appropriation to bring Shreve and his
snagboats back to the Red River for another season.13
Although Shreve’s earlier report indicated the men were in good health; out of
160 men, four died of cholera on the way home after reaching the Ohio River. Nearly all
of the men had been sick with fever at some time or another, though. Shreve himself had
not suffered ill health until he returned to his home in Louisville, where he was “slightly
indisposed,” which he attributed more to exhaustion than illness. The steamboats Java,
Souvenir, and Pearl returned to Louisville with Shreve, but the Archimedes remained at
the mouth of the Arkansas River to start operations on that river. The Arkansas was too
high, though, to begin work on it, so the time waiting for the waters to recede was spent
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making necessary repairs on the snagboat, as was being done to the boats at Louisville, in
preparation for their return to operations on the Arkansas River. As had been done with
the funds for the Red River Raft project, Shreve requested the remaining fourteen
thousand dollar funds for the Arkansas River operations be remitted to his account. A
man of action, Shreve disdained wasting time waiting for money to pay expenses during
his time on the rivers, plus the remoteness of the locations he worked in made
communication near impossible.14
By August 1833, the snagboats were both supposed to be operating on the
Arkansas River, but when the Archimedes and Heliopolis attempted to enter the Arkansas
River around August 15, they found the water too low to proceed. Instead, the boats
worked in the Mississippi River around the mouth of the White River until the water rose
enough in the Arkansas to work on that river. By October, several problems retarded his
efforts, not only on the Arkansas River but the other projects under his supervision as
well. Sickness along the rivers made it difficult to hire laborers to build wing dams on the
Ohio River, improve the mouth of the Cumberland River, or to work the boats on the
Arkansas River. The prevalence of cholera along the whole Mississippi River valley
scared potential workers in and around Louisville from joining crews for the lower river
projects. The Arkansas River was especially problematic since not much progress had
been made due to the fallen river level during the summer and fall, and he found it
“impracticable to employ men to man the Machine Boats to work by hand, however I
shall be able to execute that work in the next winter when the Ohio will be frozen.” The
growing daily sick list on the Heliopolis’s report for August and September attested to the
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difficulties created by disease. By late October, the delay began to become a financial
burden as well. Shreve was forced to mix the expenditures for the work on the Arkansas
and Mississippi rivers for stores and subsistence already on board the snagboats by
charging the Arkansas project and crediting the Mississippi River project. Adding the
remaining funds from the Red River project to the fourteen thousand dollar Arkansas
funds allowed Shreve to deduct for previous expenses and for wages for the laborers the
next quarter, which left Shreve only about twenty-five hundred dollars to operate with.
All he had to show as a result of these expenses was the removal of only twenty snags
from the Arkansas River, and fifty-nine trees felled on the banks of the Mississippi
River.15
Since operations had stalled on the Arkansas River, Shreve sent the Archimedes to
Memphis to assist with the transportation of the removing Choctaws. The Archimedes
arrived at Memphis around October 10, 1833, but the contingent of Choctaws it was to
transport had not arrived yet. Captain Norman W. Smith, commander of the snagboat, left
word for the superintendent in charge of removing the Choctaws, Major Francis W.
Armstrong that the snagboat was going to work removing snags in the vicinity of
Memphis and would return to meet the Indians. Unfortunately, on October 23 a heavy
snag broke loose while being cut and fell on one of the propulsion shafts, breaking the
shaft and causing the Archimedes to be detained a few days. As of October 22, the
Indians had still not arrived in Memphis, so Smith planned to return to Memphis on
November 3 to transport the Choctaws, if they had arrived. When the snagboat landed at
Memphis on that date, Smith discovered that the Choctaws had arrived on October 28
15
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and had already crossed the Mississippi River on the steamboat Thomas Yeatman into
Arkansas.16
This was not the first time the snagboats were employed in removing the
Choctaws into Arkansas. Almost exactly one year before, on November 1, 1832, while
operating near Vicksburg the Heliopolis had taken aboard part of a group of six hundred
emigrating Choctaws, anxious to leave their camp near Vicksburg due to the cholera that
had become rampant in the vicinity. The Heliopolis being too deep in draft to navigate up
the White River, the passengers and their cargo were transferred to the Archimedes,
which continued the journey up the White River to the town of Rock Roe, at the junction
of the White and Cache rivers. There the Choctaws disembarked to continue their journey
by land to the West, presenting opportunities for Arkansas wagoners in transporting
them. Shreve’s annual report on his operations on the Mississippi, Ohio, Red, and
Arkansas rivers for 1832-33 claimed that his snagboats were also engaged at Memphis
transporting Choctaws to Arkansas in November 1832.17
During the months of October, November, and December 1833, both of the
snagboats were operating on the Mississippi River, waiting for the water to rise in the
Arkansas River. The Archimedes operated on a 390 mile stretch of the river and removed
428 snags from the river bed. The number of snags removed by the Heliopolis from the
river bed in a different two hundred mile stretch of river amounted to 956, over double
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the number removed by the Archimedes. The reason for the drastic difference according
to Shreve was that the trees growing along the river bank in the 200 miles that the
Archimedes worked had all been removed, while none of the river banks were cleared of
trees where the Heliopolis operated. Half of the snags removed by both boats came from
trees that had fallen from the banks since the last year, when all the snags had been
removed. The remainder was snags that had been held underwater by the sand bars, but
were rising now that the bars were washing away following the uprooting of trees by
Shreve that had been embedded on the bars. This difference in the number of snags
proved to Shreve that his theory regarding the success of river improvement depended on
the removal of the trees along the river banks, despite what contending river boat pilots
said.18
Supporting Shreve’s contention about cutting trees from the river banks was the
fact that only five steamboats had been lost due to running into snags during the previous
year. All of them were lost in the part of the river where the timber had not been removed
from the river banks. All but one sank below Natchez, an area that the snagboats had not
fully operated in yet, and the one had attempted to run through a chute between a sand
bar and the bank, an action a prudent pilot would not have tried. No steamboats had been
lost to snags on the river where the trees had already been removed from the river banks.
The vindication of Shreve’s methods was important, especially on the Arkansas River, to
overcome arguments from those very steamboat operators his work was trying to help.
Shreve believed the steamboat pilots who disagreed with him, and from whom Lieutenant
Brown received his information regarding that part of the removal process, opposed
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Shreve out of self-interest. Since most of the standing trees were on public land, it was
easy for steamboats to land and cut the wood themselves for fuel, reducing their cost of
operations. Where the riparian lands were settled, or squatters cut wood to sell to the
steamboats as a livelihood, the river banks were cleared of timber and not a problem from
caving banks. Shreve realized, though, that the disputed subject made work on the
Arkansas River more contentious than on the Mississippi River, or even the Red River.19
The machine boats remained in the Arkansas River during the months the
snagboats worked in the Mississippi, but with the coming of winter and more water, the
snagboats returned to operate on the Arkansas River. The Archimedes arrived at the
mouth of the Arkansas River on January 2, 1834, followed by the Heliopolis on January
6. The Archimedes quickly made its way to Arkansas Post and began working its way up
the river, cutting trees from the banks and sand bars. By the end of January, the trees cut
by the crew of the Archimedes almost equaled the snags it removed from the channel, 322
trees to 338 snags. The Heliopolis began its work at the mouth of the Arkansas River,
working its way to the point that the Archimedes began its operations, and removing the
snags that had been hidden by high water when the Archimedes had passed through. By
January 21, the river had risen to the point that the machine boats could not work
effectively removing snags, so the crews of those boats began cutting timber from the
river banks and dry sand bars exclusively as they drifted back down the river. The
Archimedes had steamed to Pine Bluff, estimated to be about 200 miles from the river’s
mouth, and began operations from that point up the river towards Little Rock. By the first
week in February, it was only about sixty miles downriver from Little Rock. From the
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time that the Archimedes left Pine Bluff to the beginning of February, the river level fell
six feet exposing more snags hidden by the high water, which allowed the Archimedes to
remove those snags as well. On February 12, 1834, Shreve arrived at Little Rock on the
Archimedes, to a city that until the week before had been unaware that Shreve, with his
boats and crew, were even operating on the Arkansas River.20
Building public relations with the populace, Shreve invited a party of prominent
citizens on board the steamboat Java, which served as a tender for the snagboats, to run
down to the Archimedes for a display of the snagging operations. After finding a large
cottonwood on the opposite side of the river from Little Rock that had been embedded in
the river for some time, the Archimedes performed to the delight of the party on the Java
and the large crowd of townspeople that had gathered on the town’s river bank to watch.
After the party returned to Little Rock, given tours of both boats and informed on the
workings of the equipment, the citizens of Little Rock invited Shreve to a dinner at the
Eagle Hotel in his honor. Citing his “duties at this time will not admit of my enjoying that
satisfaction” and that “the daily expenses of the operations under my charge, now in
progress, require my personal attention,” Shreve politely declined their invitation.
Despite declining to participate in their celebration, with this two-day visit to the town
and the attention that he and his captains and crew showed to the people, not to mention
the progress already achieved on the Red River, Shreve established much goodwill with
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the people of Little Rock and Arkansas Territory; goodwill that would be called upon in
the days ahead.21
Leaving Little Rock, the Archimedes removed snags that appeared with the lower
water stage, returning to Pine Bluff, where it met with the Heliopolis, which had worked
its way up from the mouth of the Arkansas River. After the two snagboats rendezvoused
they worked together removing missed snags down the river to the White River cut-off.
On February 21 disaster struck the Archimedes, a few miles above Arkansas Post. One of
the flues for the boilers collapsed into the boiler, causing the boiler to explode, killing
one crewman, John Flanaghan, and badly burning another. The next day, the crew buried
Flanaghan on the banks of the Arkansas River and continued on to Arkansas Post. The
crew of the Heliopolis gave what assistance it could, but left the Archimedes and
continued on to the Mississippi River. After leaving the machine boats behind at the
mouth of White River to be used on the Arkansas River after the water lowered or to wait
for use elsewhere, the Archimedes was rejoined on the Mississippi River by the
Heliopolis, which took the wounded vessel in tow for their journey to the mouth of Green
River in Kentucky, where the two tired snagboats received a well-deserved rest and
repairs before heading out for another season.22
As the snagboats worked up and down the Arkansas River, they marked their
locations in their day journals by their arrival at wood yards along the river bank. In
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January, the Archimedes marked the end of each day by noting that they ran to Leonix’
wood yard on January 19, McClain’s wood yard on the twenty-first, Bartley’s the next
day, Taylor’s on the twenty-third, Flinn’s the next day, and so on. The Heliopolis was
much the same. The tree cutting along the river banks was probably welcomed by these
riverside entrepreneurs, since it alleviated the labor they had to do to fell the source of
their income. It also signaled the amount of settlement that had taken place along the
river and the competition steamboat pilots encountered in supplying their much needed
wood, hence the dislike of Shreve and his crews in eliminating a free source for fuel.23
While Shreve was active on the Arkansas River, the territorial general assembly
remained busy attempting to gain more appropriations for river improvements, especially
a further appropriation to finish the removal of the Red River Raft. The general assembly
passed a large number of memorials to Congress during the 1833 legislative session.
Most of those memorials requested appropriations for roads in the territory. A few
pertained to improvement to navigation of rivers in Arkansas. In March 1833, Congress
approved an appropriation of five hundred dollars to survey the White and St. Francis
rivers, with the view towards improving the navigation of those rivers. As of November
1833, no one knew whether the surveys had been performed or their results if they had
been. Now, the assembly sought a twenty-five thousand dollar appropriation to actually
improve those rivers. The assembly wanted an additional seventy-five thousand dollar
appropriation for the completion of the Raft of Red River, since Shreve had removed
only one-third of the raft and the job needed to be finished. “The first land Sale would
more than reimburse the entire expenditure, and open a vast region of the best Cotton
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lands known to the United States, to the enterprize of the south and west,” according to
the memorialists. Another memorial wanted ten thousand dollars to improve the
navigation of Ouachita River from Monroe Parish, Louisiana, to the mouth of Cove
Creek near Hot Springs, Arkansas. This last improvement was to provide easier access
for visitors to the hot springs since access by road was limited.24
One other memorial sought a canal from Bayou Bartholomew to the Mississippi
River to connect to the Mississippi near the mouth of the Arkansas River. The logic
behind this improvement was that Bayou Bartholomew fed into the Ouachita River just
above Monroe, Louisiana. At the point where the projected canal would connect to the
Bartholomew and Mississippi, the distance between the two points was only twelve
miles. Planters in the southeast corner of the territory had to ship their cotton down
Bayou Bartholomew into the Ouachita River, then into the Black River of Louisiana, then
the Red River to the Mississippi River; a journey of about 200 miles. The canal would
allow quicker access to the Mississippi River or to the Ouachita River system, and to Hot
Springs. This project had been discussed before, as recently as September 1833, when
Henry Bry, president of the board of public works of Louisiana, communicated with
Benjamin Miles, of Columbia, in Chicot County, Arkansas, seeking to have the Arkansas
Territory’s general assembly push its delegate to Congress to introduce a memorial for
the canal. Bry stated that he had approached Alexander Macomb several years before
about this project, when Macomb was chief engineer, but believed Washington had
simply forgotten about it, since nothing more was done. Bry did not push the issue then
because of a “spirit inimical to internal improvements at the head of the present
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Administration.” He felt now it was a justifiable project since “this can never have to
most prejudiced mind the least appearance of being un-Constitutional. The improvement
is to be made in a Territory, no question of State-rights etc. can interfere with it.” The
memorial was made and introduced in Congress by Sevier, but was allowed to die by the
end of the session.25
Of the memorials introduced to Congress by Sevier, the only one to successfully
become an appropriation was for removal of the Red River Raft, but it was approved too
late in the year for Shreve to work on the raft that season. Shreve submitted to the
Engineer Department an estimate of one hundred thousand dollars to complete the
removal of the raft. When the bill was introduced into the House of Representatives, it
originally asked for a thirty thousand dollar appropriation, but amended to the one
hundred thousand dollar amount after the committee read Shreve’s report. The
amendment was rejected and fifty thousand dollars was then inserted into the amendment
and managed to pass in that form and the act was approved on June 28, 1834. Shreve
received only half of the amount he believed was necessary to completely remove the
raft.26
Another letter had been submitted by Shreve on December 19, 1833,
recommending that he be allowed to close the passage from the Red River to a lake that
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formed near the junction of the Black River of Louisiana and the Red River, about fifty
miles from the Mississippi River. When the Mississippi River flooded, the backwater
flowed into all three bodies of water, causing the current to flow back up the rivers.
Timber drifted down the Red and Black rivers and tended to stall at their junction,
creating another raft in the lower river. By closing the passage from the Red River to the
lake, it forced the current to remain in the Red River, eliminating the back flow and the
logjam, much the same way he was restoring the current to the river in the Great Raft.27
In suggesting this solution to the problem, he further recommended that should
Congress agree to another appropriation for completing the raft removal, the hiring of
slave labor should be authorized and that the government take on the risk of the loss of
the slaves. His reasoning for such a suggestion was that free labor for completing the
work was unobtainable in the area of the raft, which meant that any white free laborers
had to be hired from the North then transported down the Ohio and Mississippi rivers,
then back up the Red River. Even among his former crewmen there was a reluctance to
work in the raft. “The existing prejudice has been created by the men employed in that
river during last spring, many of whom came home sick, but few of whom died; still they
have given out the opinion that the climate is extremely fatal to the health of laborers.” If
he hired slave laborers, the cost for 200 men at twelve dollars per man for twelve months
would amount to $28,800, with an accepted risk of $450 per slave. If the acceptable loss
of slaves came to fifteen per 200 men—a much higher loss of men than Shreve had
experienced in improving the western rivers over a seven year period—the total risk
came to $6,750 making the total estimated cost $35,500. With 200 hired free laborers at
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the usual rate of fifteen dollars per man for the same length of service, the total came to
thirty-six thousand. The government would save $450 by hiring slaves. Unless the
government took on the risk of lost slaves, no master would be willing to hire out their
valuable slaves. Shreve stated his reluctance to suggesting this as a general plan,
“because one of the great advantages of the expenditure of public funds for internal
improvements is the distribution of the money among the free laboring men of the
country.” The federal government evidently was reluctant to use slaves, though.28
The Arkansas Gazette, always interested in any information regarding events in
the territory, extracted an advertisement in September 1834 that Shreve had placed in the
Louisville Public Advertiser newspaper. The superintendent sought “300 laborers, to be
employed on the Ohio river, until the first week in October, and from that time until the
25th May next, on Red river. Wages--$18 per month, payable at the expiration of the
term, in gold or silver.” To possibly overcome the unhealthy reputation of working in the
raft, Shreve claimed that “a skillful physician will accompany the laborers, supplied with
medicines, which, with his professional services; will be furnished gratis.” Shreve
increased his stated wages by three dollar per month in order to obtain reluctant workers.
The enticements worked as he began operations shortly after this advertisement was
noticed by Woodruff in Little Rock.29
After leaving the Arkansas River, Shreve and his crews spent the rest of 1834
working on the Ohio, Mississippi, and Cumberland rivers. The Heliopolis was five years
old and showing its age. The boat received a new hull and a partial new deck, giving the
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Heliopolis new life. The Archimedes was fully repaired from the boiler explosion earlier
in the year and was working on the Mississippi River between the mouth of the Ohio and
St. Louis. Shreve hired three hundred men that year with most of them working on the
Cumberland River building wing dams, but by mid-November he, his boats, and his crew
were ready to return to the Red River. The plan was to send the men south to the Red
River on the steamboats Pearl, Java, and Souvenir, towing keelboats with their supplies.
The Archimedes followed, working the snags in the Mississippi River as it descended, but
making its way to the Red River by February. The Heliopolis remained in the Mississippi
River near the mouth of the Ohio for the whole season.30
After struggling to get over the rapids at Alexandria, Louisiana, where Shreve was
forced to unload the boats of all their stores, tools, and supplies and physically “hawl the
boats over the reefs of rocks that stretch across the river at that place;” he finally arrived
at Coshada Chute where the crews began their work cutting the timber from the river
banks. By January 20, 1835, Shreve had removed all the standing timber, snags, and
remnants of the old raft not removed in 1833 between Coshada Chute and where the
work had stopped in 1833. The standing timber lined both banks and had to be cut down,
as well as trees growing on islands in the middle of the river. If not, new drifts that came
down the river with the spring freshets would lodge against them, reforming the raft.
From that point, the work progressed clearing raft and standing timber until they arrived
on March 14 at the point on his map (see fig. 26, page 367) denoting the first place for a
cut across a bend. The Archimedes and her crew were used in making a 261 yard long
excavation through the neck of the bend, completing it on April 2. The water was let into
30
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the canal on May 13, and on May 16 the three keelboats passed through the canal. On
May 26, the two steamboats Java and Souvenir traveled through the canal without
problem. The current helped carve the channel through the cut, finishing with a two
hundred foot wide by thirty foot deep channel. Shreve then used the removed raft
material above the canal to close off the bypassed bend and the outlet for Sand Bayou as
he had closed off other outlets of the river. By making the cut and closing the bend the
current was increased to about four and a half miles per hour from Bayou Pierre down the
rest of the river, which was shortened by eight miles.31
On March 19, the Souvenir traveled up Bayou Pierre and into the old river and
removed the first raft above Coate’s Bluff, which was the raft Lieutenant Seawell had cut
a canal around in his attempt to bypass the raft. The crew of the Souvenir finished
removing that raft in fifteen days. By April 13, the work was complete as high as Soda
Bayou, fifteen miles above Seawell’s canal. From that point upwards for twelve miles,
the timber that had come down the river had been pressed tightly together, choking off all
water flow, forcing the water into the bayous to either side. As the timber decomposed, a
layer of mud had developed on top of the raft, creating a soil for standing trees to grow,
some of them as large as eighteen inches in diameter. Without any current in the old bed,
the removed timber would not flow down the river. To create a strong current, Shreve
had to close Benwares and Williams Bayous and Willow Chute. The raft was then
removed to within three miles of Benwares Bayou by May 25 when he halted his
operations, with twenty-three miles remaining to the head of the raft. The side bayous
still had to be closed, but enough current existed to wash the removed material
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downstream. Shreve did not think that the remaining raft would be any more difficult
than they had already experienced and provided a rough estimate for an appropriation to
complete the removal at twenty thousand dollars, plus the funds remaining in the
Treasury already allotted to the project.32
One aspect of the work that affected the cost was that the removal of the raft was
best done when the water level was low during the summer months. The workers, though,
refused to work in the raft before October and no later than May, making the work harder
and requiring more labor. Additionally, Shreve reiterated the fact that laborers to work in
the raft could not be found in the local region; they had to be transported from the Ohio
River area, which also increased the labor costs. He also cautioned about leaving the
timber along the river banks in the raft area. These trees inhibited the flow of drifts down
the river and if left would create new rafts, especially since the renewed current in the
river was undercutting the river banks, causing them to cave-in. One last warning before
he closed for the season on the Red River was that the rapids at Alexandria had to be
dealt with, since it blocked navigation of the river in medium to low water stages.
Without an improvement at that point, the advantages of clearing the raft would be lost to
the people of that part of Arkansas Territory and Louisiana.33
In regards to another appropriation, Shreve submitted an estimate in June 1834 to
Gratiot, giving the chief engineer two options for completing the raft removal. The first
was a one hundred thousand dollar amount, divided into two appropriations of fifty
thousand dollars each. This included the appropriation just passed at the 1833-1834
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session of Congress, and another one hopefully to be passed at the upcoming session. The
advantage of this option was that he could keep the laborers on the job year-round,
allowing the project to be completed in one year. The second option required annual
appropriations of thirty thousand dollars, but spread out over a five year period, which
was simply a continuation of the way the operations had been performed to that date. The
crews could only work one season per year since that was as far as the appropriation
would allow. Also the total expenditure would amount to one hundred fifty thousand
dollars, versus one hundred thousand for the first option. Shreve, of course,
recommended the first option as it would allow employing men from October to May, or
seven months of actual work while losing one month to travel, whereas the second only
allowed four months of employment, but one month was lost to travel. Congress opted
for the first option and appropriated an additional fifty thousand dollars in March 1835 to
continue the removal of the raft on Shreve’s plan. Also in the same act for harbor and
river improvement appropriations, Congress appropriated forty thousand dollars to
improve the navigation of the Arkansas River and to build a snagboat with an iron hull.
This new boat would have an even shallower draft than the Archimedes for working in
rivers such as the Arkansas and the Red River when the water was low. With these
appropriations, Shreve could continue his work on both rivers.34
Although not complete, clearing the Great Raft was already paying off for the
territory even before Shreve left the river in May 1835. In December 1834, just as Shreve
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headed to the Red River for his second tour in the raft, the public land sale at
Washington, Hempstead County, produced a larger amount in sales than ever produced
before in the territory. Between eighty and ninety thousand dollars were received during
the sale, with an additional forty thousand dollars expected in private land transactions
following the public sale. Land prices as high as twelve dollars an acre were seen, mostly
on the lands bordering the Red River. Such high prices were attributed to the anticipated
raft removal; otherwise not even the standard government price of $1.25 per acre would
have drawn buyers. According to the Arkansas Gazette, “Capitalists are crowding to that
section of country in great numbers, and, in a few years, it will no doubt be filled with a
dense and wealthy population.”35
Even though navigation had to leave the main channel and travel up Lake Sodo to
bypass the un-cleared portion of the raft after closing his operations in 1835, people were
elated with the improvement Shreve had already accomplished. As a result, according to
a correspondent to Woodruff from Washington, Arkansas Territory, the work “caused a
most prodigious rise in the price of lands throughout the Red river country.” Immigrants
were “flocking to that country, by hundreds, (and we may say by thousands, if we include
the vast number of slaves, whom they carry with them).” Many of the immigrants were
“opulent planters,” most from the slave-holding states, who were rapidly clearing and
preparing the land for cotton cultivation, or others exploring areas more removed from
the river for suitable lands. “If such are the effects of the present incipient stage of the
removal of the raft,” asked the letter writer, “what may we not expect, when all
obstructions of the navigation of the Red river shall be completely removed, as they
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shortly will be, through the persevering industry and indefatigable exertions of Captain
Shreve?” These were exactly the results of internal improvements that citizens of
Arkansas anticipated and expected from all of the projects attempted within the territory.
With the expansion of population, statehood could not be far behind.36
A reflection of that growth was the establishment of the town of Fulton on the
north side of the Red River at the mouth of Little River, in Hempstead County. Named
for the newly-appointed territorial governor, William Fulton, the town became an
important port for shipping the region’s cotton down the Red River and was the terminus
for the road being built from the Missouri line to the Red River. The proprietors of Fulton
claimed that at the December land sale, nearly all of the Red River bottom land was sold
“from the Louisiana line up to Fulton. Since then, some two thousand slaves have been
brought to the country, and are now employed in clearing up these lands.” Steamboats
took advantage of the river navigation as high as Shreve had cleared it during the winter
and spring of 1835. By July 1835, five steamboats made seven trips through the 110
miles free of the raft, allowing them to deliver a considerable amount of freight to
Coate’s Bluff, before continuing to above the raft by keelboats through Lake Soda and
back into the main channel. Once the raft was removed, the proprietors expected the
town’s population to increase dramatically, as well as their wealth. They also desired and
expected more government appropriations in the future to make their ambitions a
reality.37
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The Archimedes and Heliopolis returned to the Arkansas River in January 1836
and cleared the snags, stumps, and trees along the river from its mouth towards Little
Rock. By February 9, the boats were forty miles above Arkansas Post, about one hundred
miles below Little Rock. Operations continued on the Arkansas River until March 1,
1836, and in that length of time removed 928 snags and felled 1,481 trees along the
river’s banks. While this improved navigation of the river significantly, Lieutenant
Alexander Bowman, who was assigned the duty of inspecting the work performed by
Shreve’s crews, warned that until the trees were cleared in the stretch of river between
Little Rock and where the crews stopped for that season, snags would reappear due to the
caving of the river banks.38
Shreve’s crews began work on the Red River Raft on December 7, 1835, and
Shreve arrived on site January 2, 1836, when he examined the remaining raft to
determine how much more needed to be done. Since operations had ceased the previous
May, the raft had grown at its head another five miles due to the unusually high freshets
of September and October 1835 bringing with them almost triple the amount of timber as
usual. Also the high stage of the water forced the current above the head of the raft out of
the old river bed and into bayous on the southwest side of the river, into Caddo and Soda
lakes, and entered the main channel from Soda Bayou forcing it to flow back up the river
and escaping down Benwares Bayou on the opposite side of the river. Ten miles below
the head of the raft, Willow Chute on the northeast side of the river also drew water away
from the main channel, causing the water to flow into a series of lakes and bayous on that
side of the river. The drawing off of water from the old river bed deprived that part of the
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river of a current for nearly twenty miles and prevented removed debris from flowing
downstream. Shreve partially blocked Benwares Bayou with raft timbers using one of his
steamboats and ninety men, creating a current sufficient to take the logs drawn out of the
raft by his men downstream. Willow Chute was also partially blocked using timbers and
debris from the raft and the raft was removed to one mile above this chute, leaving nine
miles of raft left to remove. Operations for the season stopped around May 20, 1836, due
to the expiration of the laborers’ term of employment.39
According to Shreve, the last thirty miles of raft removed in 1836 required as
much labor as the first 120 miles, and stories coming from the area attested to the
problems Shreve encountered with labor that season. A considerable number of the 220
men who he hired from the Ohio River area deserted, and he could not find willing
replacements in the area of the raft. Shreve then applied to planters along the Red River
to hire slaves, but none of the planters were willing to let their slaves hire out claiming
that their hands were fully employed on the plantations. Of the remaining laborers, an
epidemic of measles broke out among them, leaving many unable to work in the waters.
Besides the loss of labor by those actually sick was the loss of time by those who nursed
and took care of the sick men. “The nature of the work,” Shreve stated, “is in itself
calculated to produce disease. The men are constantly exposed to the sun and a large
number of them must work in the water surrounded by a dense mass of decaying timber
of which the raft is composed.” No amount of money induced men to venture into the raft
in the summer and fall months due to the fear of disease. All of these issues, combined
39

Shreve to Gratiot, January 18, 1836, in Improvement of Red River, Message from the
President of the United States transmitting a Report from the Secretary of War, 24th Cong., 1st
sess., 1836, H. Exec. Doc. 133, 2; Shreve to Gratiot, July 6, 1836, Henry Miller Shreve Letters,
Box 1, 001, Folder 7, LSU-S, 1-3; and Arkansas Gazette, June 21, 1836.

440

with the more difficult nature of the raft in this section, made the 1836 season a very
miserable one.40
Even with the difficulties experienced that season, Shreve remained positive
about reaching the goal of completely removing the raft. He believed that the remaining
nine miles would not be as difficult as experienced in the last thirty miles removed, and
could be performed with less labor. Consequently, Shreve predicted that the remainder of
the raft would be removed by April 1837, providing another appropriation was approved
by Congress. His major concern in providing an estimate for an appropriation was the
rising costs of labor and supplies. Labor, Shreve contended, could not be hired for less
than twenty-five dollars per month. Laborers working on steamboats on the western
rivers were paid even higher wages than that, according to Shreve, which made hiring
laborers for working in the raft even harder. Shreve also wanted a portion of the
appropriation to go toward building a new snagboat to remain on the Red River as he
suggested before. With the combined funds for performing the work on the raft and the
construction of a new snagboat, sixty-five thousand dollars was estimated to complete the
project in 1837.41
Congress approved appropriations for continuing the Red River Raft removal,
including a new snagboat to remain on the river for removing new accumulations of
timbers once the raft was completely eliminated. The funds for raft removal were for
$40,800, while the new boat received an initial fifteen thousand dollars for its
40
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construction and an additional fifteen thousand for its operation and maintenance on the
river, as Shreve had requested. While the Red River and snagboat appropriations were
just part of a much larger “harbors” bill package—as had been the previous
appropriations for river improvements—debate over an additional appropriation for an
improvement that was going into its fourth season and had already expended over
$157,000 and was still not completed met with little opposition in the House of
Representatives. While there was much long-winded rhetoric over internal improvements
in general, and most of that could have been considered filibustering in a presidential
election year, only once was the appropriation for removal of the Great Raft questioned,
and that was overridden.42
Another appropriation was approved on July 2, 1836, for surveys of the St.
Francis, Black, and White rivers in Arkansas and Missouri. Lewis F. Linn, Senator from
Missouri, instigated the bill for the improvement of these rivers that flowed from
Missouri into Arkansas, and ultimately to the Mississippi River. Linn sought information
from Sevier regarding the nature of the streams as they flowed through Arkansas. Sevier
gave Linn what sketchy information he knew, mostly from firsthand experience in
traveling the rivers, but was certain that all three rivers could be navigable. The St.
Francis and “Big” Black rivers were said to have rafts, such as found on the Red River,
which blocked the flow to the Mississippi River, especially at high water. These rafts
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forced the high water to overflow the banks and were a major cause of the inundation of
much of northeastern Arkansas, forming the Great Swamp of east Arkansas.43
In consultation with Shreve, Sevier believed that the rafts could be removed as on
the Red River, and if they were the inundations would cease. The land could be drained
and “a million or two” acres of fertile land would be available for public sale and
cultivation. Sevier suggested that a survey of the rivers be conducted first which would
prevent delay, and then the improvement could be done the next season. The original
funds appropriated for surveying these rivers approved a few years before had been
withdrawn by the officer assigned to conduct the surveys, who then spent the money on
himself and promptly died before any action could be taken by the government to recover
the funds. An estimated twenty or thirty thousand dollars to make the improvements
would be worth it for the benefits both Arkansas and Missouri along with the federal
government would derive from the improvements. The appropriation granted was for one
thousand dollars to conduct the surveys only.44
As the progress made on removing the Great Raft in 1835 brought benefits to the
Red River valley, so did the work performed in 1836. Even as Shreve’s crews worked on
the raft, twenty-seven steamboats navigated the river as far up as Coate’s Bluff, 115 miles
above the original foot of the raft. Shreve anticipated that on completion of the whole
raft’s removal, steamboats of 250 tons would be able to navigate as high as Fort Towson.
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Even more astounding was the arrival of the seventy-ton sternwheel steamboat Rover
only six miles below Fort Towson on February 6, 1836, with a keelboat in tow, delivering
military supplies for the fort. After its arrival the water level dropped and the Rover was
unable to head back down the river until March 22. Another steamboat, the St. Landres,
was expected to make it through the raft during March and deliver supplies for the
farmers and merchants in Lafayette County, Arkansas, which straddled the Red River
south of Hempstead County. This news fueled the anticipation for regular steamboat
service to the area.45
On November 20, 1836, Shreve sent the steamboats Java and Souvenir to the Red
River Raft, commanded by Captains Israel S. Moorhead and Abram Tyson.
Accompanying then were about two hundred laborers, hired at the exorbitant rate of
twenty-five dollars per month. Mechanics and engineers were paid much higher wages
than simple laborers, and their rates ranged from ten to twenty-five dollars higher than in
previous years. The cost of food and supplies had also increased twenty to thirty per cent
over the last year on the raft. Even at those increases Shreve paid his crew an average of
ten dollars below the going rate for wages paid on merchant vessels plying the western
rivers.46
The Archimedes did not make the trip to the Red River that season, becoming
itself the victim to a large snag it was attempting to remove in the Mississippi River and
sank on November 14, 1836, requiring Shreve to apply to the Engineer Department to
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have a replacement boat constructed. The Heliopolis also remained on the Mississippi
River until it was sent to the boatyard at New Albany, Indiana, where its engines were
removed, cleaned, and installed in a new boat. A new snagboat, the Eradicator destined
to work on the Arkansas River after doing service on the Red River was awaiting
completion.47
By mid-January, Tyson and Moorhead were at the foot of the remaining raft and
began work, not waiting on Shreve to arrive with the new snagboat. Expected to be
completed by February 10, 1837, and on the river by March 1, reports had Shreve passing
down the Mississippi River on the Eradicator in mid-March putting him on the Red
River in the latter part of that month. The river level had been low when the other
steamboats and men arrived at the raft, making it more difficult to remove the timber
from the raft. The farmers and planters in the region were anxious to see navigation
finally cut through the raft, but were apprehensive that they would be disappointed again.
Still others anticipated that Tyson and his crew would cut through the raft that season as
far as the prairies around Fulton at the head of the raft, “unless his hands, as usual run
away from him,” which remained a real possibility as the weather became warmer.48
The freshets of 1836 increased the amount of material forming the raft but by
May 25, most of the work on the raft for that season ceased with the expiration of the
labor contract, with the Java having progressed to within 440 yards of breaking through
at the head end of the raft. The crew of the Eradicator was transferred to the Java on
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May 25, as that steamboat had the shallowest draft and could best work its way through
the narrow channel. The material composing the last portion of the raft was not as
difficult or as dense as in the previous fifty miles, so the Java could handle removing
those trees, relieving the Eradicator to head to the Arkansas River to remove snags in
that river. The Java continued working in the raft until June 25, the date Shreve had
determined as his deadline for that season. In the month after May 25 the Java
backtracked down the river where much of the raft had been removed which allowed the
renewed current to wash the river bottom. The Java “removed nearly all the roots and
snags that had risen to the surface of the water from the Twelve-Mile bayou to the
Willow chute, a distance of about thirty miles,” leaving only the 440 yards of original raft
at the head and any new accumulation that came down the river over the next several
months to remove the next season. Since the entire sixty-five thousand dollar
appropriation that had been approved in March 1837 had been not only expended but also
slightly exceeded, Shreve required another fifty thousand dollar appropriation to continue
working into the next season, both to finish the raft removal and to make it permanent.49
One result from the raft removal in the old river was the creation of a new town
on the southwest side of the river at Coate’s Bluff, named Shreve’s Port, or Shreveport.
Initially just a camp for the crew working on the river, it became a landing for steamboats
making the trip up the newly cleared river to where they had to bypass the raft through
Lake Soda, transferring freight onto keelboats for destinations above the raft. On the
opposite side of the river, locals noted that several “extensive plantations here present
49
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themselves, opened recently by South Carolinians, who give to the Red river swamp, a
preference to uplands of equal quality. Planters accustomed to river lands will not be
convinced of advantages attending upland cultivation.”50
From the Red River the Eradicator and the Java, with two machine boats,
ascended to the Arkansas River, removing 553 snags from the channel and 3,068 logs and
trees from under the river banks and sand bars. These figures did not include the over five
thousand trees cut from the river banks at risk of caving into the river. The Eradicator
continued working on the Arkansas River until October 27, 1837, when it returned to
Louisville, Kentucky, where its crew was paid off. The crew had been hired in July after
its return from the Red River and had been “unusually sickly” during its deployment to
the Arkansas River. The Java and the machine boats remained on the Arkansas River
through the fall and winter of 1837-1838, until the spring high water made the work
impracticable and the boats were “laid up,” waiting to begin work again when the river
level began to fall. Another steam snagboat, the H. M. Shreve built by Lieutenant John
Sanders for duty in the Ohio River above the falls at Louisville, joined the Java on the
Arkansas that winter until the Shreve was required on the Ohio River in April 1838. The
Shreve only drew a little over three feet of water, making it ideal for work on the
Arkansas River when the river was at its lowest level. The rebuilt Heliopolis also made
an appearance on the Arkansas River from February 9 to February 22, 1838, removing
191 snags and cutting down 307 trees from the river’s banks.51
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While the majority of the most dangerous obstructions were removed from the
Arkansas River up to Little Rock during the 1837 season, Shreve felt more was needed to
be done to make the river’s navigation completely safe over the next several years,
especially when the river was at low water. The appropriation for 1837 had added
twenty-five thousand dollars to the unexpended balance of the previous appropriation, but
would be expended during the 1837-1838 season. For that reason, he requested another
forty thousand dollar appropriation for continuing to improve the navigation of the
Arkansas River into 1839.52
In the same March 1837 act granting the appropriations for that year’s harbor and
river improvements was a twenty-three thousand dollar amount allowing Shreve to
replace the lost Archimedes which he readily had built. The new Archimedes was
launched on November 1, 1837, and went into service in December. The survey of the
White and Black river system in Arkansas and Missouri also received continued life by
an additional one thousand dollar appropriation. Unfortunately, the appropriation of
seventy thousand dollars for what most hoped would be the final assault on the Great
Raft was not approved until April 1838, too late in the season to have allowed Shreve to
start his crews before the spring high water prohibited any useful performance on the
river.53
Shreve warned the Engineer Department in his August 2, 1837, report on the
progress of the work on Red River that he needed to return to the Red River during the
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winter of 1838 to finish removing what little remained of the raft. To do this required an
early appropriation of approximately twenty thousand dollars. If the early appropriation
did not come through, he would have to wait until the fall of 1838 to return to the raft,
allowing more debris to accumulate and increasing the cost of removal. Taking matters
into his own hands, Shreve asked for and received approval from the department to use
his own means in raising sufficient funds in Louisville and making arrangements to
return to the Red River before the appropriation was approved. The Eradicator left
Louisville on December 7, 1837, bound for the Red River with a sixty-five man crew.
The steamboat Pearl left on the fifteenth with the same number of men. With this force,
Shreve hoped to finish opening navigation through the entire raft by the end of April
1838. In interviews for the newspapers, Shreve gave the people of the West hope in
telling them “You may say to the people that they may calculate on seeing steam-boats
pass through the raft in March or April—and perhaps sooner, if the water should be up
when the boats arrive; in that event, it will not be later than February before the work
shall be completed.”54
Jubilation day finally arrived for the town of Fulton on March 13, 1838, when the
steamboat Indian landed at the town carrying merchandise and other supplies for the
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settlers farther up the river and the soldiers at Fort Towson. This was the first steamboat
to pass through the completely opened raft, but there were others not far behind. The
Concord stopped at Conwaytown, in Lafayette County about seven miles north of the
Louisiana border. The Brian Boroihme and the Black Hawk were also expected to pass
through the raft on their way to Fort Towson with supplies “and a great many
passengers—who are looking at the country, with a view to settlement, and will no doubt
select the upper part of this State.” The Indian was a small steamboat of sixty tons, but
the other two were much larger, at 187 and 137 tons respectively. A third steamboat, the
Revenue made its way through the raft on its way to Fulton, having made the trip from
New Orleans in eleven hours. According to one report, when the raft was opened in
March, there were about twenty thousand bales of cotton in the country above the head of
the raft waiting to ship to New Orleans. By early May this cotton was expected to have
all shipped down the Red River on the steamboats. According to reports from the
inhabitants of the valley, “Towns and villages are springing into existence, and
flourishing…the dense forest is disappearing, and immense cotton fields are to be seen in
almost every direction.” Proving that the expenditure and the effort to remove the raft
were worthy, reports claimed that “the inhabitants are not squatters, but men owning
from forty to two hundred slaves—planters, who will make from two to three hundred
bales of cotton each, in 1838.”55
Perhaps the only person who realized the work was not finished was Shreve
himself. Shreve hoped that Congress would make an appropriation large enough to allow
the Eradicator to return to the Red River the next fall. He foresaw that it was necessary to
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enlarge the channel of the river at its narrowest part to allow the next freshet’s deposit of
timber space to flow downstream. Otherwise, the logs and debris would lodge against the
banks and bars, recreating the raft. By August 1838, Shreve’s foreboding came true; the
raft reformed on the upper reaches of the river, cutting off communications above
Shreveport and demanded a return to the river to clear it.56
Clearing the new raft began in January1839, when the Eradicator arrived towing
a keelboat and accompanied by seventy-four men, commanded by Captain Tyson. The
snagboat had arrived on the Red River in mid-December, but when it approached the
rapids near Alexandria, it could not get over them and had to wait for the river to rise. By
February 15, the 2,300 yard raft that had formed the previous July had been removed and
navigation was reopened while the crew worked to widen the channel and remove snags
and logs in an effort to prevent the formation of new rafts. The work was in vain, as an
unusually high freshet in April brought a heavy load of timber down the river and formed
a new 2,150 yard raft in the same place as the one the crew had just removed. By the time
Shreve arrived on the scene, the river was completely obstructed again, with two
steamboats above the raft heading downriver, and five below heading for the upper
settlements and Fort Towson; all of them unable to continue to their destinations. The
available funds for the season’s work had been not only depleted, but considerably
exceeded. If the river was going to be reopened, Shreve had to find another source of
financing.57
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On April 16, 1839, Shreve approached the directors of the Washington,
Hempstead County branch of the Real Estate Bank of Arkansas, seeking a $7,147.50 loan
to continue the work until the laborers’ contract ended on June 1. The new chief engineer,
Colonel Joseph G. Totten, had informed Shreve in a letter dated March 14, 1839, that all
the funds available to him was the $7,815 that Shreve already had on deposit and no
appropriations were forthcoming to continue the work. Shreve was also instructed not to
exceed the amount of funds available to him. Considering the importance of clearing the
raft not only to the people of Arkansas but also to the national government, Shreve
convinced the bank to make the loan with the understanding that the bank was liable for
gaining reimbursement from Congress, not Shreve. He accepted the responsibility of
removing the raft up to June 1, and would submit an appropriation request with the
Engineer Department for the bank’s reimbursement, but that was the limit of his
responsibility. So with the funds in hand, Shreve and his crew removed the new raft by
May 4. Work continued on widening the channel until May 21 when the men returned to
St. Louis, Missouri, and were paid off on June 1. Shreve claimed that he did not receive
the March 14 letter from the chief engineer until March 25, by which time the raft
removal had already exceeded the amount of funds available. The total expenditures on
the raft that season amounted to nearly nineteen thousand dollars. The funds available
combined with the loan from the bank in Washington, Arkansas, totaled nearly fifteen
thousand dollars, leaving a shortfall of four thousand dollars. For the 1840 season on the
Red River, Shreve estimated an appropriation of eighty-five thousand dollars allowing
him to reimburse the people of Arkansas for their loan, keep the four thousand dollars
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owed to him for completing the work in 1839, and maintain the navigation of the river for
the next year.58
Unfortunately for Shreve and river improvements, the political winds had
changed with the election of Martin Van Buren as president. Andrew Jackson had
supported western river improvements since they met his criteria of serving a national
purpose, both militarily and commercially. His successor addressed these improvements
from a more stringent strict constructionist stance than did Jackson, especially since the
nation had entered a period of economic depression. In Van Buren’s second annual
message to Congress delivered December 3, 1838, he warned that the resources of the
treasury would be sufficient to pay for the “ordinary” government expenses and the eight
million dollars’ worth of treasury notes issued during the year if Congress kept
appropriations limited to only those absolutely necessary. In his third annual message on
December 2, 1839, Van Buren became even more frugal with the public’s money in order
to avoid “the creation of an onerous national debt.” Van Buren warned that to succeed in
that avoidance, “severe economy is necessary.” No appropriations were passed for the
river’s improvement for 1839 and 1840. Shreve’s time on the Red River came to an end
even though he warned that the work was not finished. Bayous still needed to be stopped
up to prevent water flowing into them from the main channel, diminishing the current in
the old river. Levees had to be built along the river’s banks to prevent overflows that
would create new outlets for the water to escape the main stream. If none of these further
improvements took place over the next year, the raft would reform, which it did.59
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The Arkansas River received one last forty-thousand dollar appropriation in July
1838, which allowed snag removal to continue until the spring of 1839. Captain William
Cooper with a machine boat and a shore crew, aided by Captain Charles Irwin and the
Archimedes, felled a total of over 32,000 trees on the banks and 2,170 snags in the
channel. Once the 1839 season ended, the improvement of the Arkansas River met the
same resistance in Congress that the Red River and other improvements in the nation
faced in the hiatus of 1839-1841. The suggested snagboat dedicated to the Arkansas
River did not materialize. In 1837, William Bowling Guion, U.S. civil engineer surveyed
the St. Francis River with a view towards an estimation of the cost of improving its
navigation. Guion was supposed to survey the White and Black river system for the same
purpose but expended all but two hundred dollars of the one thousand dollar
appropriation for the surveys. His recommendation was that for an appropriation of five
thousand dollars the St. Francis could easily be made navigable as far up as the Maumelle
Prairie, at the mouth of Little River. This prairie began about eighteen miles below the
“boothill” at the Missouri-Arkansas state line. The land on either side of the river was
deemed excellent for cotton cultivation. The White/Black River system was surveyed by
February 1838. Both Archibald Yell, representative from Arkansas, and Ambrose Sevier,
now senator, introduced resolutions to their respective chambers from the general
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assembly of Arkansas for appropriations to continue the improvement of the Arkansas
River beyond 1839, but the legislation went to committees and no further.60
Not until the Whigs could gain control in both Congress and the executive would
improvements resume, but Henry Shreve would not be involved in them. In 1838,
Charles Gratiot was dismissed as chief engineer on charges of irregular disbursement of
funds, a common accusation during the Van Buren administration that saw the removal of
several officers from their positions, including Richard D.C. Collins. Joseph Totten
replaced Gratiot and Shreve was dismissed on September 11, 1841. In his endeavors to
see the improvement of the western rivers under his charge accomplished, Shreve made
too many waves in the department, exceeding appropriations when he felt it was
necessary. Political pressure had been building against Shreve, and in 1841 when John
Tyler succeeded William Harrison as president on Harrison’s death, Shreve was forced
out. The changes in the Engineer Department along with the political transition taking
place signaled changes in the way internal improvements were accomplished as well. For
Arkansas, gone were the days of total reliance on federal appropriations and military
control. The state now had to lead the way.61
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CHAPTER 10
PLANK ROADS TO RAILROADS
Even in their incomplete state, the improvements that had been attempted in
Arkansas during the 1820s and 1830s brought benefits to the people and the state. The
national nature of these projects enhanced public land sales and values, enabled the
removal of Native American groups to their new homes in the West, and provided better
defense of the frontier. Funding was the main stumbling block to achieving their
completion, but the halt in internal improvement appropriations for Arkansas after 1838
seemed to be a fulfillment of William Fulton’s prognostication that once the territory
achieved statehood, federal appropriations would cease. In reality, Arkansas was a victim
of the political and economic climate change following the Panic of 1837 and its
inclusion into the Union in 1836. Although political leaders in the state exhorted the
legislature to respond to the need for internal improvements, without money there was
little the legislature could do. In Governor James S. Conway’s 1838 message to the
legislature, he reproached that body for failing to create a board of internal improvements
and recommended establishing such a board because, to him, it was time to use the state’s
own resources to create a “general system of internal improvement.” Arkansas, although
far behind her neighboring states, only needed the adoption of such measures “as will
insure the improvement of our public highways, and bring to light her dormant resources,
to attract a crowd of useful mechanics and enterprising citizens.”1 In 1841, the Arkansas
Gazette claimed that the subject of internal improvements was “gaining many listeners
and advocates” and that “throughout the whole State are the people clamoring for mail
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routes and common practicable roads.”2 The call for increased state responsibility led to
innovative means of providing necessary capital at the same time that new and innovative
methods and technologies offered new ways of connecting the East with the West.
Timing, which always seemed to be against Arkansas, once again worked against the
state’s ambitions for a system of internal improvements as the antebellum period closed.
As Lieutenant Richard Collins worked to complete the National Road from
Missouri to Fulton on the Red River in 1834, George Featherstonhaugh, an English
geologist, and his son entered Arkansas in October 1834 and became two of the first
travelers on the new road, leaving a description of their experiences. Traveling in a
“Dearborn” wagon, a relatively light vehicle around eight to nine feet long and five feet
wide pulled by a single horse, the father and son team encountered the military road after
crossing the Currant River. They found that “the trees had been razed close to the ground,
and that the road was distinguished by blazes cut into some of the trees standing on the
road-side, so that it could not be mistaken; a great comfort to travelers in the wilderness.”
This was not always the case, as they discovered that local settlers argued over the best
direction of the road and had cut their own blazes on trees directing travelers off of the
actual road and onto side paths that led to the settlers’ cabins. These detours cost travelers
time and aggravation, and sometimes their valuables and life. Accommodations along the
military road were nearly non-existent leaving travelers to rely on the hospitality of
settlers along the route. Stories were told of unscrupulous people who deliberately
detoured unwary travelers to their cabins from the main road in an attempt to rob and
possibly murder their victims, but more often to simply take financial advantage of
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travelers by offering them bad food and dirty beds at high prices. Featherstonhaugh found
that the military road may have been rough but it afforded good wooden bridges and
fords at the many rivers and streams that it crossed.3
The road between the Missouri line and Little Rock crossed a region with many
ridges before finally entering the Arkansas River bottoms and arriving at the Arkansas
River with Little Rock on the other side. After spending several days at Little Rock and
making side excursions along the Arkansas River to Maumelle Mountain (today’s
Pinnacle Mountain), the father and son team headed out of Little Rock on the military
road to the southwest, towards the Red River in late November 1834. Another reason for
detours from the main road was that when trees fell across the road, settlers never
removed the obstructions but simply bypassed them, creating a new path called a turnout.
Featherstonhaugh found that in seeking directions to the next settler or community, a
typical instruction would tell him to go “sixteen miles and a heap of turn-outs.”4
A visit to Hot Springs required a detour through Magnet Cove, where the two
men were guests of James S. Conway, the territory’s general surveyor and future state
governor. Not impressed with Hot Springs, where the settlement was made up of a few
small dirty cabins, one of which was occupied as a store; Featherstonhaugh continued
towards the Red River in early December. After crossing the Ouachita River by ferry, the
military road crossed several miles of swampy bottoms before rising to sandstone hills
and entered pine forests. The Red River was finally reached by Featherstonhaugh on
3
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December 11, 1834, after a brief visit in Washington, Hempstead County. The general
land sale was taking place when he arrived at Washington, which drew a large crowd of
speculators seeking cotton lands along the Red River. Land speculators formed one class
of gamblers but Washington and the other settlements along the military road southwest
of Little Rock also attracted professional gamblers, those who made their living at games
of chance such as faro and rouge et noir.5
Several aspects of travel on the military road—also known as the old Southwest
Trail—were brought out in Featherstonhaugh’s journey. Other than the few bridges
Featherstonhaugh encountered along the way, the road itself still presented a primitive
appearance, simply a cleared and blazed path through the forests and prairies. Major
streams, such as the Ouachita River, had ferry service available but occasionally the
ferryman was absent forcing either a long wait for his return, or an attempt to ford the
stream if possible. While fellow travelers were encountered along the road, their numbers
were nowhere near those boasted of by the local newspapers. Differences appeared in the
country between Little Rock and the Missouri line and Little Rock to the Red River. For
instance, the terrain on the northern leg was steeper and rockier while the country to the
southwest was more rolling and wet. The people living in both regions also differed.
Those to the north were predominantly poor, subsistence farm families living in filthy log
hovels. The region to the southwest had its share of poor settlers as well, but
Featherstonhaugh encountered more affluence along the route to the Red River, men such
as James Conway, Chester Ashley, and Edward Cross; all men of wealth and political
power. One thing in common among all Arkansans was their poor diet. Most settlers ate
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bad pork fried in its own fat accompanied by pounded corn meal made into cakes, also
fried in pork fat. Occasionally bear meat was substituted for pork, but in most places
where Featherstonhaugh stopped the food was filled with a fair amount of dirt which the
settlers did not seem to mind. Their ersatz coffee was often a mix of corn and acorns
which Featherstonhaugh found undrinkable. Two other commonalities along the route
were the willingness of settlers to supply a place to sleep and eat to strangers, and the
prevalence of fevers—malaria—among the families, especially those north of Little
Rock. Nearly all settlers and travelers new to the frontier suffered these fevers and were
seen as part of the routine seasoning process for newcomers. Fortunately for
Featherstonhaugh and his son, they arrived after fever season had abated and did not
suffer from these ailments as Thomas Nuttall had fifteen years earlier.6
Interestingly, in his journey along the entire length of the Southwest Trail,
Featherstonhaugh never met with any of the road crews who were supposedly opening
the road. Evidence of their work was seen near the Missouri line in the freshly cut trees
and new bridges along the route, but not once did Featherstonhaugh comment on meeting
any workers. He did have a brief encounter with Lieutenant Richard Collins, the
superintendent of the road’s construction, as Featherstonhaugh was leaving the territory.
Collins boarded Featherstonhaugh’s steamboat destined for New Orleans at Arkansas
Post and departed the steamboat at Natchez, Mississippi, after leaving a poor impression
on Featherstonhaugh by associating with a rough gang of gamblers and drinkers. Also
leaving a poor impression on Featherstonhaugh was Montgomery’s stand at the mouth of
White River, “a notorious place,” which was the last stop for travelers leaving Arkansas
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before entering the Mississippi River and heading south to New Orleans. With the river
improvements made by Shreve and his crews, steamboat business increased and with it
came new commercial opportunities.7
By 1831, the first steamboat had arrived at Batesville, in northeast Arkansas on
the White River. Steamboat travel on the Arkansas River became routine by this time,
with the 117 ton Waverly included in the increasing number of steamboats seen on that
river. Steamboats had also traveled sixty or seventy miles up the White River from its
mouth, but none as high as Batesville. The Waverly’s arrival at Batesville in January
1831 brought hope of commercial prospects to northern Arkansas and increased the
demand for improvements to the navigation of that river. In March 1831, notice was
given to the purchase of the small, twenty-five ton steamboat Laurel by James Smith of
Arkansas Post, the first locally owned and operated steamboat on Arkansas’s rivers.
Smith intended to operate the Laurel on the Arkansas and White rivers, along with their
tributaries. With its shallow draft this steamboat was ideal for the smaller streams.8
Steamboat traffic increased to the point that the notice of their arrivals and
departures exceeded the space newspapers could give to each one, resulting in the
introduction on February 13, 1833, of the regular feature of the “steamboat register” in
the Arkansas Gazette. The first register noticed five steamboats operating on the
Arkansas River that week and by April 1834, there were at least nine steamboats
operating on the river with possibly another two or three just entering service on that
river. Most of the passengers on the steamboats were merchants from the western
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counties returning from purchasing trips to New Orleans, where they bought goods to
stock their stores for the next season. Also, most of the boats carried military supplies
bound for Fort Gibson. Among those boats headed to the upper Arkansas River was the
Thomas Yeatman with its contingent of Cherokee emigrants. On February 10, 1836, the
steamboat Gladiator became the first to reach the town of St. Francis, where the
Memphis to Little Rock military road crossed the St. Francis River. This ninety-nine ton
steamboat made the trip from New Orleans to St. Francis in six days, bringing freight to
William Strong and Company. The steamboat’s captain claimed he had no difficulties
ascending the St. Francis and expected to make a return trip in March of that year.9
As steamboat operations became more dependable, merchants helped in the
establishment of new towns near the areas of increased population, such as Washington
County in the northwest corner of the state. The new roads, as rough as they were, also
sparked the founding of new towns, especially at the crossings of those roads with major
rivers. In 1836, the town of Ozark, on the north bank of the Arkansas River in Crawford
County, was situated to take advantage of the shoals in the river that often forced
steamboats to stop at that point due to low water. A road was planned to be opened from
that location northward to Fayetteville and southward to the Red River making the
crossing an ideal location for merchants to deposit their goods for shipment north or
south. A more successful venture was the town of Van Buren, approximately thirty miles
by land to the west of Ozark and also on the Arkansas River. Van Buren took advantage
of its close proximity to Fort Smith and the crossing of the military road from Jackson, in
Lawrence County, to Fayetteville then south to the Arkansas River. Lee’s Creek and Frog
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Bayou converged with the Arkansas River from the north near Van Buren, providing
water communications with settlers in Washington County. Farther south, twenty-five
miles from Little Rock on the military road to Fulton, the town of Benton, in Saline
County, took advantage of its location at the crossing of the road and the Saline River and
became the county seat.10
In the northeastern section of Arkansas the town of Newport on the White River,
just below its junction with the Black River, promised to be a good location for
merchants. Located on the military road from St. Francis to Batesville which continued to
Fayetteville, merchants who were supplied by steamboats navigating the White River
served travelers between Memphis and the growing northwestern counties. Much farther
downstream, below the junction of the Cache River with the White, the town of Rock
Roe grew as the place where travelers to Little Rock could catch the overland stage on
the Memphis to Little Rock military road after arriving by steamboat on the White River.
When the water in the Arkansas River was too low for steamboats to reach Little Rock,
the Rock Roe stage was the quickest way to travel to that town and the steamboat up the
White River bypassed the still incomplete military road between Memphis and Rock
Roe.11
Removal of obstructions in the lower Arkansas River brought new competition to
the merchants at Montgomery Point at the mouth of White River with the establishment
of the town of Napoleon at the mouth of the Arkansas River. Mapes, Ryan and Company,
a venture that was already operating at the Arkansas River location, enlarged their
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commission business in August 1836. The new facilities included a warehouse for clients
who deposited their produce for shipment to markets such as New Orleans and forwarded
goods to customers in Arkansas which had been ordered and delivered at the warehouse
by steamboats heading up the Mississippi River. The company also built a new “house of
entertainment” which was a tavern with rooms for travelers to sleep in. After Mapes,
Ryan and Company opened their new facilities, James Eddington took over the former
house of entertainment of Mapes, Ryan and Company at the mouth of the Arkansas and
advertised that he was “ready to entertain travelers and sojourners in as genteel a style as
they can be accommodated at any point on the Mississippi within the limits of Arkansas.”
Eddington also provided a “good stable, which is under the charge of a good Ostler.” The
availability of mules and horses became important since the citizens of Napoleon opened
a road between the town and Arkansas Post, taking advantage of the natural high ground
along the river’s bank to cut a path to the prairies between Arkansas Post and Little
Rock.12
Competition for river trade increased at the mouth of White River in response to
the improvements to both rivers and roads. The firm of William Montgomery and David
Miller had been the main enterprise at Montgomery’s Point for many years and included
their own steamboat, the Reindeer, which had operated on the Arkansas River since 1831.
By 1836, Joseph Bennett and Company joined with L. C. Morrill to form Bennett, Morrill
and Company in taking over the operations of Montgomery and Miller, who both had
died. The company operated as a commission, storage, and forwarding business as did
Mapes, Ryan and Company on the Arkansas. Another commission merchant established
12
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to the northeast was that of R. T. Dunbar at Elgin, on the Black River about twenty miles
above the junction of the Black and White rivers. Dunbar took advantage of the abundant
hardwood forests and offered to “make contracts for the delivery of Lumber of all kinds,
sawed agreeably to order.” This service was in addition to carrying an assortment of dry
goods, groceries, and hardware.13
To the southwest, seeing opportunities for increased business where the
Southwest Trail crossed the Ouachita River, Lorenzo and William R. Gibson purchased
the property along the river where the military road crossed, including the existing ferry.
The Gibsons established a store for selling a general assortment of dry goods, groceries,
liquor, and other sundries for cash or in exchange for cotton, peltries, furs, or other
products of the region. Like the enterprises at the mouths of the major rivers, this
operation also kept a house of entertainment for the accommodation of travelers at the
“Washita Crossings.” Unfortunately for Featherstonhaugh, it was established about three
years too late. All of these businesses indicated the increased river and road traffic and
the number of entrepreneurs who saw the growing financial potential in a developing
Arkansas, all at a time of national and state economic depression (see Fig. 35).14
The financial shortcomings had their origins during the Jackson administrations.
After Nicholas Biddle took over administration of the second Bank of the United States,
it functioned as a central bank should, but the battle over recharter with President Andrew
Jackson and the creation of the pet bank system led to a financial scenario where land
speculation and bank loans escalated. Alarmed by the situation and seeking a reliance on
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Figure 35. By 1844, maps of Arkansas indicated numerous roads crossing the state,
connecting the growing number of towns. Arkansas, 1844. Entered According to Act of
Congress in Year 1844 by Sidney E. Morse and Samuel Breese. Filed as Ref. Coll.:
Arkansas, 1844, Special List 29, 68, Cartographic and Architectural Records 1820-1860.
Courtesy of the National Archives and Records Administration.

hard-money over soft-currency, Jackson issued the Specie Circular on July 11, 1836,
ordering specie-only payments for purchases of government land. Commercial banks
were short of specie, and the demand for land dropped. Additionally, the federal
government found itself with a surplus in its treasury in 1836 and Congress voted to
distribute the surplus to the states, payable in specie, which further drained the pet banks
of that item. Land values plummeted and bank failures occurred since banks could not
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collect their loans. Construction and transportation projects halted for the time being. The
Panic of 1837 became the Depression of 1837-1844.15
Arkansas became a state in 1836 and entered the financial mix when its
constitution provided for the establishment of two state banks. The charter for the State
Bank of Arkansas called for initial capital of $50,000 in legal specie before the bank
could begin operations. The source for this capital was Arkansas’s portion of the federal
surplus revenue distribution and the sale of state bonds. However, State Treasurer
William Woodruff found it impossible to exchange the federal surplus distribution drafts
for specie at any of the banks to which he traveled and settled for bank notes instead.
Also, the sale of state bonds remained slow. By 1837, the bank had sold $300,000 in state
bonds to the United States War Department, but at the same time the bank had $320,000
in discounts. Loans were made by the bank but its inability to collect on them caused the
bank to suspend specie payment, as had other states.16
While the State Bank operated with some control by state authority the second
bank established in Arkansas, the Real Estate Bank of Arkansas, served the interests of a
developing planter class and was created to provide capital for purchasing and clearing
lands for the cultivation and marketing of cotton. Its headquarters were located in Little
Rock, but three of its four branches were located in the Mississippi River and Red River
lowlands at Columbia in Chicot County, Helena in Phillips County, and Washington in
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Hempstead County. Even though the fourth branch in Van Buren on the Arkansas River
near the western border seemed remote from the cotton culture, it served a growing group
of planters and merchants settled in the alluvial plains on the south side of the river.17
The Real Estate Bank’s initial capital came from the sale of two million dollars’
worth of state five-percent bonds to investors in the East, but unlike the State Bank it also
sold shares of stock, purchased with land or crops. Shareholders were also allowed to
borrow from the bank up to one-half the value of their shares. The bank additionally
made loans based on inflated land values. By December 1838, the Real Estate Bank had
loaned out all of its capital and by 1840 it could not pay the interest on the bonds sold to
its investors. Bank officials mortgaged five hundred thousand dollars of unsold bonds,
using the last of its available specie to help members pay their out-of-state creditors and
avoid bankruptcy. The bank printed over $850,000 in paper currency with no gold to
support it. Unable to pay the bond interest for 1841, the bank defaulted, leaving the state
to pay the $91,000 which forced the state also to default. The planters protected their
interests by transferring their banking assets into a trust in 1842, electing the old bank
officials as trustees who would never force the planters to repay their debts. According to
the Tri-Weekly Memphis Enquirer, the state debt of Arkansas in 1846 was over $3.6
million, accruing an annual interest of over $162,000. While the state went broke,
planters maintained their lifestyle. At a time when the rest of the people in the state called
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for better roads and the introduction of railroads to help send their produce to market,
planters remained content with steamboats to ship their cotton.18
In early 1839 William Fulton, now a United States Senator from Arkansas,
reported a bill to the Senate from the Committee on Roads and Canals. The bill sought
appropriations to complete the military roads in Arkansas, especially the Memphis to
Little Rock road. Fulton argued that the swamp isolated Arkansas from the rest of the
states east of the Mississippi River. Settlers were prevented from moving into Arkansas
which hindered the state’s population growth. Without emigration, the public lands in
Arkansas remained unsold and in the federal government’s possession indefinitely, which
provided no revenue to either Arkansas or the federal government. The federal
government should pay to complete the road on this reasoning. According to Fulton, the
unfinished road was “like a bridge finished to the middle of a stream and there
terminated.” The bill was not approved; nor was a memorial in 1845 from the state
legislature to Congress for a one hundred thousand dollar appropriation to complete the
road any more successful. The despondency over failure to win any appropriations for
internal improvements in Arkansas was evidenced in a letter from United States
Representative Archibald Yell to the Batesville News, when he sadly reported “I have
almost despaired of any appropriation for Arkansas; however, under the ordinary
appropriations, have a faint hope for the Memphis road and the Arkansas and Red
rivers.”19
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The state was not completely devoid of funds for internal improvements in 1840.
As part of the act that admitted Arkansas into the Union in 1836, the new state was
entitled to the same compacts allowed to Missouri by Congress on that state’s admittance
to the Union. One of those propositions entitled Arkansas to five percent of the net
proceeds of public land sales within the state, to be reserved for making public roads and
canals. Three-fifths of this fund was to be applied to objects within the state under the
direction of the state’s legislature; while the remaining two-fifths was to defray the
expense incurred by Congress in making roads or canals leading to the state. By 1840,
Arkansas’s five-percent fund had accumulated $53,000, and had been deposited in the
State Bank. In his speech to the November 1840 session of the general assembly on his
departure as governor, James Conway reminded the assembly that he had sought the
creation of a state board of internal improvement during his administration, but that it had
not happened. Since it was obvious that the state was not going to receive any
appropriations from Congress, the legislature should use a sufficient sum of state money
to complete the Memphis and Little Rock road.20
The new in-coming governor, Archibald Yell, also addressed the 1840 session of
the general assembly, and made the same plea as did Conway. Since the five-percent fund
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monies were available, Yell believed that a “judicious and equitable application of that
fund upon our roads, and the improvement of some of our rivers” would be agreeable
with citizens across the state. To apply this judiciousness, Yell suggested the
“establishment of a board of internal improvement, who, with the aid of a civil engineer,
will be able to examine and report to the legislature the most important works, with the
several estimates of expense,” and other information necessary to make sure all parts of
the state would be equally served. Yell was no more successful at seeing a board of
internal improvements formed than Conway, leaving the funds in the State Bank and the
responsibility of maintaining the fund to the state treasurer. Considering the condition of
the bank’s finances the risk of losing the fund was high, with the governor ultimately
liable. A board of internal improvement would have shifted the responsibility to a set of
commissioners rather than the governor alone.21
By 1840, the lack of internal improvement appropriations passed through
Congress and the abundance of memorials and resolutions from the states seeking
appropriations, including a large number from Arkansas, led a Whig-dominated Congress
to come to some sort of solution. The individual appropriations that had been approved
over the years brought charges of inequity between states and sections of the country.
Also the Democratic ideal was to place the burden for conducting internal improvements
back on the states, not the federal government. For eastern states which already
maintained a significant tax base, this was acceptable but not for new western states,
where their population had not increased to the point of being self-sustaining. Resolutions
from the general assemblies of various states arrived in Congress, seeking a greater
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distribution of the proceeds of the public land sales, greater pre-emptive rights for settlers
residing on public lands, and for a donation of public lands to new states in proportion to
lands given to the older states, all of which helped revive distribution legislation that
Henry Clay had desired since its pocket veto by Andrew Jackson in 1833.22
The bill that derived from the resolutions, generally called the distribution bill,
naturally brought contention between Whigs and Democrats; not necessarily between
North and South, but between new and old states. Southern Democrats in the older states
such as the Carolinas, Georgia, Tennessee, and Kentucky argued that the greater
distribution of proceeds from the land sales simply provided Whigs an excuse to maintain
a high tariff by removing revenue from the treasury and giving it to states. They also
argued that the public land within individual states did not belong to the people of that
state, but to all of the states collectively and should not be distributed among the states to
sell. Their contention was that the public’s money purchased the land, as in the Louisiana
Purchase, and any proceeds from the sale of the lands should go to benefit all of the
people collectively, not those of any particular state. In contrast to that argument
Missouri’s Senator Thomas Hart Benton argued that Congress should distribute the
public land in each new state to give them the same total amount of land that had been
distributed to Ohio, the first “new” state, which totaled 1,140,000 acres, according to
Benton. Others in Congress wanted the maximum amount of land distributed to equal
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five hundred thousand acres per state, with states that had received previous land grants
to simply gain enough land to make up the difference.23
In the end, Congress determined to give each of the new states listed in the bill,
including Arkansas, a flat five hundred thousand acres each with the proceeds from its
sale to be used however the states determined for internal improvements within their
states. Also, the listed states received an additional ten percent of the net proceeds of the
land sales in their states, over and above the original percentages allowed when they were
first admitted to the Union (five percent in Arkansas’s case), to be used as the states saw
fit. The remaining proceeds from land sales from all of the states were to be distributed
among the states and territories of the Union, proportionally according to their census
populations and used as their legislatures directed, but only after their state debts were
paid. Additionally, the act allowed a pre-emption right by squatters on the public land to
a maximum 160-acre claim, paid for at the minimum government price per acre. To
mollify Democrats who feared a tariff increase as a result of the act, the distribution could
be suspended in the event the United States became involved in a war with a foreign
power, which would require more revenue; or if the duties on imports increased beyond a
rate of twenty percent. John Tyler, who had succeeded to the duties of president on the
death of William Henry Harrison, approved the act on September 4, 1841.24
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With the infusion of revenue for internal improvements, Arkansas could
presumably complete the road and river improvements in the state that had languished
due to the lack of funds since 1838. Unfortunately, after only one apportionment of the
proceeds of the public land sales, Congress raised the tariff in 1842 to above the twenty
percent limit, causing an end to the distribution of funds to the states. The land grants and
pre-emption rights portion of the act remained in effect, allowing the affected states to
continue generating revenues for internal improvements if the lands were sold.25
Once news of the passage of the distribution bill arrived in Arkansas in the fall of
1841, people clamored for the governor to call a special session of the legislature
claiming that the issues involved in the act demanded immediate legislative attention,
especially the appointment of commissioners for selecting the five hundred thousand
acres. Governor Yell did not see the necessity of calling the legislature into session when
the regular session would meet within the next year. This reluctance on the governor’s
part surprised some people in Arkansas, such as “One of the People,” who claimed that
all of the newspapers in the state, Whig and Democrat, called for such a session,
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indicating the non-partisan support for internal improvements but more particularly the
desire for easier attainment of public land.26
The governor prevailed and seven agents were appointed by the governor in the
regular 1842 legislative session to locate a portion of the five hundred thousand acres
under an act of the legislature in January 1843. The legislature gave the agents incentive
to locate the donated acreage along the bottom lands of the major rivers of Arkansas by
allowing compensation for their service at a rate of four cents per acre for land in the
bottoms, while only one and a half cents per acre for “up or hill lands and prairies.” The
governor was also authorized to appoint a private secretary to perform the duties of land
agent and to locate and sell the five hundred thousand acres for purposes of internal
improvement under the direction of the governor. Any funds received from the sale of
this land were deposited quarterly by the governor with the state treasurer for
safekeeping, who was also supervised by the governor.27
The distribution law did not stop Arkansas from pursuing federal funding for
other improvements the state felt should be completed by the national government. After
Ambrose Sevier had diligently but futilely worked in 1840 to gain the $85,000
appropriation that Henry Shreve estimated it would take to keep the Red River Raft from
reforming, Congress finally recognized the need for clearing the raft that had reformed on
the main channel above Shreveport. In March 1841, an appropriation of $75,000 for
26
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removing the raft was buried deep in the general appropriation act for the support of the
army for 1841. Under the direction of the secretary of war, Colonel John James Abert,
head of the Topographical Engineers, was authorized to seek bids from contractors for
removing the raft and keeping the old raft district clear of obstructions for four years.
Since Shreve had been dismissed, the army attempted to use local private contractors to
do the same work as Shreve, for hopefully less money. On September 6, 1841, Thomas T.
Williamson was awarded a $45,000 contract to perform the work in addition to keeping
cut-offs from forming at the bends and keeping the points of the bends free from willows
while felling trees along the river banks. To do all of the work, Williamson had the use of
the Eradicator for eight thousand dollars. The three miles of raft that had formed was to
be completely removed by February 1, 1842. Williamson’s bid was the lowest received,
so low that Abert cautioned that Williamson required “the utmost vigilance” to save
himself from loss on the project.28
Instead of preventing cut-offs from forming, Williamson reverted to the original
strategy before Shreve became involved on the Red River of cutting across the river’s
bends in an attempt to straighten the river. The loss of land caused by these channels
drew protests from the local planters to such a degree that Williamson announced his
intention of abandoning the project completely. Although the raft was removed, it quickly
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reformed. By March of 1844, the war department voided the contract with Williamson
and returned any remaining funds from the appropriation to the army’s general fund. No
appropriations were approved for the Red River improvement again until August 1852,
when one hundred thousand dollars were appropriated and authorization was given to the
secretary of war to again contract with the lowest bidder for clearing the raft. The terms
of the appropriation were further clarified in January 1853, explaining that the contract
was to be not only for the initial removal of the raft, but also to keep the river clear of
obstructions and navigation free “for the longest period of time,” a vague instruction at
best. The appropriation was inadequate to keep the river open and no more funds were
approved to complete the removal and maintain the river until 1872. By that time the raft
had reformed for at least thirty miles along the river above Shreveport, closing
navigation. Steamboats occasionally made their way through the passages when the water
was high, but traffic had returned to its reliance on keelboats that crept through the
narrow side channels, much as they did before Shreve arrived on the river.29
Just as the Union was disintegrating in February 1861, the state legislatures of
Arkansas, Louisiana, and Texas were attempting to make the removal of the Red River
Raft an issue for the individual states by passing acts to improve the navigation of the
river, either separately or together, by incorporating companies to perform the work. In a
joint resolution, Congress gave its assent to such efforts and authorized any company that
Louisiana Board of State Engineers, Harry Jacobs, Chief State Engineer, “Red River of
the South: A Tributary of the Mississippi River,” in Navigation in Red River: Report Submitted
by the Board of State Engineers of Louisiana to the Board of U.S. Engineers for Rivers and
Harbors, April 30, 1930 (New Orleans: Board of State Engineers, 1930), 3-4, photocopies, LSUS Archives; An Act Making Appropriations for the Improvement of Certain Harbors and Rivers,
August 30, 1852, ch. 104, Stats at Large of USA, 10(1855), 56-60; and A Resolution Explanatory
of the Act Appropriating Money for the Removal of the Raft of Red River, January 7, 1853, No.
3, Stats at Large of USA, 10(1855), 260.
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succeeded in opening the navigation of the river the right to levy and collect tolls and
duties on all vessels traveling on the river for a period of thirty years. In this way the
company would be reimbursed for its expenditures in making the river navigable. The
federal government reserved the right to take possession of the work after ten years by
paying the amount of the company’s expenditure, at seven percent interest.
Unfortunately, secession and the Civil War prevented this plan from going forward. As if
to tie off any loose ends having to do with Shreve, Congress remembered the $7,150 loan
the Real Estate Bank in Washington, Arkansas, made to Henry Shreve in 1838 to
complete the work for that season and reimbursed the sum to the bank in its general army
appropriations act of March 2, 1847. Except for the fact that the Red River remained
impassable at the end of the antebellum period, these acts neatly ended federal
involvement on this river until well into the Reconstruction period.30
Improvements on the Arkansas River fared better than the Red River, in terms of
funds appropriated to remove the obstructions in it. As had happened with the Red River,
buried in the general appropriation for support of the army for 1843-1844 was a $150,000
appropriation for the continuance of improvements on the western rivers, including the
Arkansas River; fifty thousand dollars to be spent for the half year remaining in 1843, the
other one hundred thousand dollars to be spent in the fiscal year ending on June 30, 1844.
When June 1844 saw the end of the appropriation, a harbors and rivers improvement act
was approved for certain rivers around the country. Under this act, a one hundred
30
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thousand dollar appropriation was divided between improvements on the Ohio,
Mississippi, Missouri, and Arkansas rivers. After 1844, no funds went to keep the
navigation improved on the Arkansas until 1852, when a forty thousand dollar
appropriation appeared for that river in the same act that saw the last funding for the Red
River. The 1852 appropriation was the last time the Arkansas River, or any rivers in
Arkansas, received federal funding for river improvements until well after the Civil
War.31
Since Arkansas relied heavily on appropriations from the federal government for
roads and river improvements during its territorial days or delegated the opening of local
roads to its counties, Arkansas came late to the turnpike movement that had already
swept through the older states of the Union. During the heyday of the turnpikes, the
corporate-chartered turnpike company became the favored means of providing capital for
building roads by the states. According to historian George Rogers Taylor, more charters
were granted between 1815 and 1830 for this type of business venture than for any other,
including the common stocks for state banks. By the time Arkansas began granting
charters for turnpike corporations, eastern states had realized the insufficiency of tolls for
funding the building and maintaining of roads. Railroads also competed for investment
capital and customers.32
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When Arkansas became a state in 1836, all roads opened under the territorial laws
were deemed public highways by the state, subject to the road districts established by the
county courts for maintenance. The territorial and early state assemblies of Arkansas had
authorized individuals to build bridges or to operate ferries across rivers and streams,
with the right to exact tolls for their use. The territorial general assembly had even
allowed for roads to be built across multiple counties by citizens of the counties and to
tax for that purpose, as already seen in authorizing the road from Washington, in
Hempstead County to Cote Fabre, in Union County in 1829. Not until 1838 did Arkansas
resort to chartering corporations for internal improvements and the first one was not even
for a turnpike, but for a railroad.33
Incorporated to construct a railroad from Columbia, on the Mississippi River, to
some point on Bayou Bartholomew, the charter’s terms became the basis for those of
subsequent railroad company charters. The first incorporated turnpike charter was for the
Washington and Little Rock Turnpike Company, which was only one of many charters
for turnpikes granted during that same session. The road was to be located along the same
route as the military road beginning at Fulton and heading to Little Rock by way of
Washington and Benton, or it could be routed to Hot Springs if desired. Subscription
books were opened for investors to subscribe for shares in the company, with each share
33
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worth one hundred dollars, seeking to reach a total capital of one hundred thousand
dollars. Once the total amount of subscriptions reached twenty-five thousand dollars, the
company called a meeting of the stockholders and elected officers. The officers then had
the route surveyed, a map drawn of the route, and compensation paid to any landholders
through whose property the road crossed. If the company and landholders did not agree
on the amount of compensation to be paid an inquest was held, presided over by a justice
of the peace. The company either paid the damages assessed or abandoned the route.
Once ten miles of road was constructed, the road was examined by three justices of the
peace and if they certified the road, the company opened a toll gate and collected fees.
Road construction had to begin within one year of the granting of the charter and the
entire road had to be completed within five years. The timing of these charters, in the
midst of an economic downturn, made the fulfillment of these terms doubtful, as
witnessed by the subsequent extensions of time given to these companies in later sessions
of the general assembly.34
The 1838 session of the general assembly saw six more turnpike companies
chartered, including two that were either to take over the military roads from Little Rock
to the St. Francis River and from Batesville to St. Francis or to compete with them. This
session also chartered two more railroad companies, the Little Rock and Helena Railroad
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Company and the Napoleon and Little Rock Railroad Company. Indicating a need to
communicate with the East and for planters to ship their cotton down the Mississippi
River, the majority of the companies sought connections with the Mississippi from Little
Rock, and from intermediate points in the eastern half of the state. Also the supervisors
for opening the subscription books of these companies represented some of the more
prominent men in the state, such as William Woodruff, Charles P. Bertrand, Chester
Ashley, and Roswell Beebe; a newly-arrived transplant to Arkansas from New Orleans.
Beebe came to Arkansas as an invalid to partake of the medicinal waters at Hot Springs,
which worked a miracle for his rheumatism, and he made Arkansas his home.35
The enthusiasm for incorporated turnpike and railroad companies dwindled by
1840 with only two new companies gaining charters during the session of the general
assembly that year. One was for a turnpike from Ozark to Huntsville, in the northwest
corner of the state; the other was a short turnpike loop that left the Memphis to Little
Rock military road about twenty-four miles west of White River and returned to the main
military road in the prairie on the way to Little Rock.36 The decade between 1840 and
1850 witnessed very few charters granted for such endeavors. Charters were approved to
incorporate the Little Rock Bridge Company in 1844 and the Van Buren Bridge
Company in 1846; both companies were formed to bridge the Arkansas River. Also, both
companies were allowed options to build other bridges under the same charters; the Little
Rock venture could bridge the White River on the road to Memphis and the Ouachita
35
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River on the road to Washington. Interestingly, the Van Buren group, located on the
western border of the state, was allowed to build a bridge over Black Fish Lake, on the
military road to Memphis in eastern Arkansas. If the companies opted to build these other
bridges, they were allowed to increase their capital significantly. While the bridge at Van
Buren could be of drawbridge design to allow steamboats and other vessels to pass
without obstruction, the bottom of the timbers of the bridge at Little Rock had to be thirty
feet above the high water mark designated “to be a point eighteen inches, above the floor
in the lower or basement story of the building known as ‘Pitcher & Officer’s Store,’” a
building which had evidently suffered the highest flood to that date and easily
distinguished by the stain on its exterior.37
The 1848-1849 session of the general assembly approved charters for turnpike
companies for local purposes, such as roads from Helena westward to some point on the
Memphis to Little Rock military road, Pine Bluff to Hot Springs, and Van Buren to
Fayetteville. A more important charter was the Arkansas Rail Road and Transportation
Company which was incorporated in 1846 to build a railroad between Little Rock and the
White River; but in January 1849 the charter was amended to allow the company to
extend the railroad to the Mississippi River, at or near Memphis. The amended charter
also allowed the company to substitute a turnpike for railroad on any part of the route the
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company determined. Given the same time limits as in the original charter—five years to
commence construction and ten years to complete the project—the substitution of a
turnpike indicated that the company faced problems in funding a railroad through
subscription and needed the ready cash derived from charging tolls along the turnpike
route. The supplementary act of this charter did not relieve the company from building a
railroad as originally planned to the White River, though. Also, by extending the railroad
to the Mississippi River the company brought Memphis investors into the organization,
hopefully infusing larger amounts of capital to the project. For the first time influential
Memphians such as Robertson Topp, Robert C. Brinkley, and Marcus Winchester made
their appearance in the push for building a railroad into Arkansas.38
Arkansas may have begun its statehood well behind the rest of the Union in the
number of miles of roads constructed, and with no railroads at all, but the people pushed
to bring Arkansas out of its embarrassed condition among its sister states. Over the next
decade Arkansas found itself contending to become an important link in the grand
scheme of connecting the east and west coasts by a thin line of iron rails. The promoters
in Arkansas had to convince not only those outside the state of the viability of routing the
mainline through Arkansas, but also the groups representing various sections within the
state to pool their resources and support one grand project, an objective that became near
impossible.
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CHAPTER 11
INTO THE RAILROAD AGE
Railroads had been an item of interest to the people of Arkansas since the
Arkansas Gazette first noticed the formation of the Baltimore and Ohio Railroad
Company in 1827 as a corporation and the ability to generate large quantities of capital
for such a project through sales of stock. But the lack of people in the territory, especially
those with enough money to be potential investors, prevented the corporation from
becoming a viable solution to Arkansas’s transportation needs for several years. Within
five years, though, notice was given to the suggestion of a railroad from Washington,
D. C., and a connection with the Baltimore and Ohio Railroad southwestward to the
Mississippi River, with Memphis as the ideal terminus. Since the military road to Little
Rock began opposite Memphis and continued to the Red River and into Texas, the
project would aid both commerce and defense for the territory. The second phase of the
plan called for a branch to run from somewhere in northern Georgia to New Orleans,
forming a “grand railroad” across the Southeast. For the people of Memphis and
Arkansas, Charleston was the “nearest and cheapest market for the conveyance of their
produce as well as minerals” on the Atlantic coast, especially since the Charleston
Railroad, from Charleston to Hamburg, South Carolina, already operated for nearly twothirds the distance towards northern Georgia and a connection with the planned main line
from Baltimore to New Orleans. A railroad built from Memphis connecting with the
Charleston road would tie the West to the Atlantic coast. Acknowledging the project as
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“visionary,” William Woodruff also recognized the commercial potential it could have
for Arkansas.1
Other ambitious men also saw the potential in such a railroad and it was not
surprising that exactly a year later, in December 1833, notice was given of a railroad
convention to be held in Bolivar, Tennessee, in October. The purpose of the meeting was
to persuade the legislatures of Tennessee, Mississippi, Alabama, Georgia, and South
Carolina to memorialize Congress on the subject of a railroad between the Atlantic Ocean
and the Mississippi River. The committee formed to create the memorial consisted of
General Edmund Pendleton Gaines, Isaac Rawlings, Robertson Topp, John Pope, and
James Rose; all prominent men of Memphis. Gaines was nationally known, especially in
the West, as the commanding general of the western district. The importance of the
meeting was to forward the prospect of a possible railroad connection with the
Mississippi River and Arkansas, which led people in Arkansas to look towards opening
their own railroads to take advantage of the coming opportunities.2
By 1834, reports circulated that Colonel Stephen Long of the Corps of Engineers
was associated with the contemplated railroad from Memphis to Harper’s Ferry in
Virginia, making a connection with the Baltimore and Ohio system. Long had
communicated with Gaines about the route and estimated the total cost at twenty-five
million dollars; with ten million dollars funded by the federal government due to its use
for military and mail purposes, Virginia and Tennessee paying two to three million
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dollars each, and the remainder paid for by the Baltimore and Ohio Railroad Company.
But people interested in this project speculated that the better route, and the one most
likely to be chosen, was from Memphis to Charleston since the terrain was more level
and it would be cheaper to build. A railroad from Charleston to Norfolk, Virginia, would
allow connections with the rest of the Northeast. With Long involved, a man many oldtime Arkansans knew and respected, the possibility of this connection seemed more
plausible and made the completion of the road from Little Rock to Memphis even more
necessary.3
Promoters in West Tennessee had already been busy starting railroads from
Memphis, such as the Memphis Railroad Company in 1831, the Western Railroad
Company in 1833, and the LaGrange and Memphis Railroad Company in 1835. All three
were granted charters, but only the LaGrange and Memphis line had made a serious
attempt at constructing a railroad by the time the economy turned sour in 1837. Even with
state aid, the LaGrange and Memphis Railroad only completed four and a half miles of
track before being forced to dissolve its business by 1844. Other charters were also
allowed to fade away during the depression due to lack of financial backing. On both
sides of the Mississippi River, railroad companies failed or were still-born due to the
depressed economic conditions following the Panic of 1837.4
Several issues of internal improvement became important by 1845. An internal
improvements convention was held in July 1845 in Memphis to discuss support for
3
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constructing the military road from Memphis across Arkansas to the western frontier, but
the meeting was sparsely attended. As a result of the meeting, issues were broadened
beyond just the road for defense from Indian attacks, and the supporters decided to
reconvene in November 1845. In the interim, the convention was promoted heavily in
cities with a stake in expanding internal improvements, especially railroads.
Friends persuaded John C. Calhoun, former vice president and secretary of war, to
attend the meeting on the grounds that this convention could possibly seal the bond
between the South and the West economically and politically. In his opening speech as
chairman, Calhoun covered many areas; but the important ones concerning roads were
his plans for financing road or railroad construction through land grants of alternate
sections where the right-of-way passed through the public domain, building a military
road opposite Memphis across Arkansas to the frontier forts, and building a levee system
along the Mississippi River and its tributaries to reclaim inundated land. When he
returned to the Senate in July 1846, Calhoun gave his report of the Memphis Memorial.
Parts of his proposals were included in other bills, but the bulk of the proposals were not
approved by President James K. Polk.5 The Memphis Memorial offered new ideas which
had to wait for later acceptance.
In the meantime, the Mexican War began in May 1846 and that summer a
regiment of Kentucky volunteer cavalry marched across Arkansas headed to Texas and
Mexico. The regiment arrived by steamboat in Arkansas directly across the river from
Memphis on July 8. On July 16, the regiment continued its march along the Military
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Road to Mexico. Several men remained in hospitals in Memphis, sick with fevers. Others
died along the way to Little Rock. The officers had heard stories of the bad condition of
the road, but the march to Blackfish Lake advanced over a road that “was in reality good,
and much better than most of the roads we afterwards passed.”6
The regiment crossed Blackfish Lake by ferry and came to the unfinished gap
between Blackfish Lake and the St. Francis River. The L’Anguille River was
“surrounded by an immense cane-brake too dense for wagons to penetrate, and impaled
in the midst of swamps, it was impossible to bring up our train.” After crossing the St.
Francis the regiment headed to Rock Roe on the White River, where the troopers crossed
by ferry. Because of the swarms of horseflies, the regiment crossed Grand Prairie at
night, and after two more days reached Little Rock. The regiment took ten days to march
150 miles. Along the way, the cavalry fell victim to local horse thieves, met friendly and
helpful settlers, and pilfered farm animals to supplement the dwindling food supply.7
The Mexican War was not the first time military personnel used the Military Road
to take them to war. In the fall of 1835, volunteers from eastern states traveled the same
route to Texas to fight for Texas independence from Mexico. Some of those volunteers
fought and died defending the Alamo. The people of Arkansas sympathized with the
Texans and ignored Jackson’s call for American neutrality in the conflict. Inhabitants of
Arkansas aided the volunteers on their way and gave barbecues and banquets in Little
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Rock in honor of the volunteers.8 Both episodes reinforced the necessity for a better
means of transportation to move military personnel and material rapidly to meet any
contingency that might arise in the West.
All through the 1840s, a stream of people made their way west to California to
escape the financial gloom in the East. With the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo that ended
the war in 1848, the United States now held the territory across the entire continent and
people began thinking in transcontinental terms. The flow of people to California grew
from a stream to a flood when gold was discovered in January 1848. There were only a
few ways to get to the gold fields: by ship around Cape Horn to San Francisco, by ship to
the eastern shores of Central America and crossing the Isthmus of Panama to the Pacific
Ocean, cutting the sea voyage in half; or overland by wagon. None of these routes were
appealing and all were too slow. A railroad would be much faster, but deciding where it
should be built and the location of its eastern terminus brought on a flurry of railroad
conventions in 1848 and 1849 to help decide those questions.
A mass meeting was held January 6, 1849, in Little Rock to form a memorial to
Congress seeking aid in building a railroad from the Mississippi River through Arkansas
and on to the Pacific Ocean. A second resolution called for a larger convention to be held
at Memphis on July 4, 1849, but it was postponed until October 23 due to a cholera
epidemic raging that summer in the Mississippi River valley. The main purpose of the
convention was to decide where the terminus for a railroad or military road to the Pacific
Ocean should be located and the best route to take across the West. The choices for
terminus on or near the Mississippi River were Chicago, St. Louis, Memphis, or New
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Orleans with Memphis as the favorite among the four. In an attempt to appease the
delegates from Missouri and Louisiana, the resolution the convention sent to Congress
suggested a route beginning at San Diego on the Pacific coast, crossing the Colorado
River before running along or near the Gila River in a direction towards El Paso del
Norte, then northeastward across Texas to a point on its border between the thirty-second
or thirty-third parallel of latitude. From that point the route would terminate on the
Mississippi River somewhere between the mouths of the Ohio and Red rivers.9
Once the convention adjourned, the argument began for specific routes that
favored specific cities and regions. Probably none was better argued than that of Albert
Pike in a speech to the people of Memphis in a public meeting held shortly after the
October convention’s adjournment. Pike recognized that the Memphis convention had
been caught between the contending “Southern meeting” representing New Orleans, and
the “Northern meeting” representing St. Louis. More importantly, these two groups
represented the interests of the slave and free states, already in heated contention over the
Wilmot Proviso and the carving of the Mexican cession into free or slave territories. In
that environment, the North would never concede to a terminus on the Mississippi River
south of the thirty-six thirty line and the South wanted a terminus in New Orleans, and
would not accept a terminus north of thirty-two degrees, hence the compromise. The
main point for Pike, though, was that without the support of “the great Eastern
commercial cities,” no railroad would be built to the Pacific Ocean. The logical city on
the Atlantic that would benefit most from such a railroad was Charleston, which meant
that Memphis was the optimal point on the Mississippi River to begin a westward rail
9
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line. Since the custom of expanding the Union had dictated maintaining equality between
free and slave states, the solution for maintaining equality in commercial interests was to
divide the railroad at the Red River, with one line going to Memphis, and the other to St.
Louis. There was nothing to prevent constructing lines from Chicago and New Orleans
later, but geography and fairness called for the first one to be built on the plan Pike
suggested.10
Arkansas had created a problem for funding such a major project, though. While
the state land agent had been selling lands from the five hundred thousand acre donation
during the 1840s, people in the northern and western hill counties of Arkansas realized
that they were not likely to benefit from the sales. For these counties, improvement of the
local waterways that provided better transportation than roads was their desire; not a
single road or highway through the middle of the state. They pushed for an equal
distribution of the proceeds to all of the state’s counties, to be used for their own internal
improvements as expressed in an internal improvement convention held in Batesville in
January 1848. Their efforts resulted in the passage of an act in the 1848 session of the
general assembly for such a distribution, overriding Governor Thomas Drew’s veto. The
vote to pass this act overwhelmingly placed the majority of the northern and western
counties against the southern and eastern plantation counties and the more urban counties
of Pulaski, Washington, and Hempstead, all of which were Whig strongholds and railroad
advocates.11
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Ibid., December 13, 1849.
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Ibid., January 27, 1848. The counties represented at the convention in Batesville
included Green, Lawrence, and Independence, all in the northeast corner of the state where the St.
Francis, Cache, Black, and White rivers and their tributaries were the main sources of transport.
Also, An Act to Distribute the Proceeds of the 500,000 Acres of Land Donated to the State of
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Equal distribution of the fund was not the only reason for such action by the
general assembly. By September 1848, out of the 500,000 acres available nearly 239,000
acres had been sold by the state, with over $20,800 total in state script or treasury
warrants and over $5,900 in specie in the fund; all of which had been borrowed by the
state to pay the holders of state bonds. The governor’s message to the general assembly
indicated his intention to use the fund in the future to pay state deficits caused by the
collapse of the state’s two banks, which were in the process of liquidation. To protect the
fund from such abuse by the governor, the state house of representatives’ committee on
internal improvement introduced the distribution bill. The 1844 session of the general
assembly had determined that purchasers could pay for the donation lands in annual
installments for a five-year term, at six percent annual interest after an initial down
payment. Since the land could not be sold for less than $1.25 per acre, the total proceeds
from the sales thus far should have been close to $300,000, meaning that most of the
sales were on credit. A distribution of the fund gave each county a paltry amount of cash
and a lot of promises.12

Arkansas, for Internal Improvements, December 30, 1848, Acts Passed at the Seventh Session of
the General Assembly, 1848-1849, 43-47. The vote in the house to pass the distribution bill was
53 to 14. The senate vote was closer (13-8), but those eight senators all represented plantation
counties with strong interests in seeing a railroad constructed through their regions. Journal of the
House of Representatives, for the Seventh Session of the General Assembly, of the State of
Arkansas, Which was Begun and Held at the Capitol, in the City of Little Rock, on Monday, the
Sixth Day of November, 1848, and Ended on Wednesday, the Tenth Day of January, 1849 (Little
Rock: Arkansas Gazette Office, 1849), 13, 204-207; and Journal of the Senate for the Seventh
Session of the General Assembly, of the State of Arkansas, Which was Begun and Held at the
Capitol, in the City of Little Rock, on Monday, the Sixth Day of November, 1848, and Ended on
Wednesday, the Tenth Day of January, 1849 (Little Rock: Arkansas Gazette Office, 1849), 217,
258-261.
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Each county was to elect a board of internal improvement, consisting of five
commissioners for a two-year term, who were to determine and conduct the
improvements for the county, as long as the projects were not for “neighborhood”
improvements. The county boards also had the power to buy and sell property, including
slaves, in the prosecution of any projects attempted. The general assembly realized that
large projects affecting several counties would not be possible unless counties worked
together. For that reason the distribution act included a provision that allowed two or
more counties to consolidate their funds if their improvement boards chose to do so, or
multiple counties could join together and form an internal improvement district. To form
such a union the county boards involved had to meet in convention which determined the
scope and location of the project and elected one member from each county board to
form a district board. This act was amended in December 1850, condensing the county
boards to only one internal improvement commissioner per county rather than five,
leaving all other details of the original act intact.13
The general assembly also foresaw the creation of a multitude of turnpike, plank
road, and railroad companies within the state, seeking to place Arkansas at the forefront
of efforts to be the first segment in a transcontinental transportation route. With
competition forming in Missouri and Louisiana, time was critical. The almost two-year
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gap between the biennial sessions of the general assembly would force a long delay in
chartering transportation companies unless something was done to speed the process. To
eliminate the delay, an act granting corporate powers to any citizen or group of citizens
who desired to construct within the state “any dirt, stone, plank or rail road or bridge”
was passed and approved on January 8, 1851. Once the documents for incorporation were
filed by the company with the secretary of state of Arkansas, the company had six months
to open the road. When any portion of the road or bridge was completed, the company
could then set freight and passenger rates or charge tolls. This piece of legislation opened
the way for several turnpike, plank and rail road incorporations in 1851 and 1852 before
the next session of the general assembly.14
One of these companies was led by a group of influential Little Rock businessmen
who created the Arkansas Central Railroad Company to build and operate a railroad from
Memphis to Little Rock, then on to Fulton on the Red River near the Texas border. The
company was chartered on December 12, 1851, and on December 15 it sent a memorial
to Congress to receive a “donation of alternate sections of public lands” on each side of
the railroad, from beginning to end. This memorial, along with similar memorials for the
Helena and Ft. Smith Railroad Company and a route from Gaines’s Landing to Fulton via
Camden on the Ouachita River, was presented to the Senate by Solon Borland, who had
replaced Ambrose Sevier as senator.15
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Solon Borland had also been busy pushing important bills through Congress for a
transfer of more of the public land from the federal government into state hands.
Donations of swamp land in the state—the condition as such was to be determined by the
secretary of the interior—allowed reclamation of the inundated lands through the
construction of a levee and drain system, using the proceeds of the sale of these public
lands to pay for the improvements. After passing the House, the bill was approved on
September 28, 1850.16
The state’s general assembly then passed legislation authorizing the governor to
appoint three commissioners to act as a board of swamp land commissioners for a
two-year term. The board’s duties were to determine the price of the swamp and
overflowed lands in their present condition, taking into consideration their location and
the potential value once the land was reclaimed; to determine the location, extent, and
dimensions of levees and drains to reclaim the land; and to create districts and classify
the lands in order to let out contracts for making the levees and drains, at a stipulated
price per cubic yard, to the lowest bidder. The levees were to be constructed as close to
the river banks as possible to avoid cave-ins, but also to allow reclamation of the
maximum amount of land. As an inducement to speed completion of the construction of
the levees and drains, the tax on the reclaimed lands was exempt for ten years, or until all
the lands were reclaimed. This was quite an enticement since the contractors were paid
from the sale of the reclaimed lands, or in reclaimed land itself if their work was
completed before the land was sold and any money came in from the sales. The board
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Arkansas State Gazette & Democrat (Little Rock), October 25, 1850; An Act to Enable
the State of Arkansas and Other States to Reclaim the “Swamp Lands” Within Their Limits,
September 28, 1850, ch. 84, Stats at Large of USA, 9(1862), 519-520.
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could also appoint land agents to aid in the work, but no more than three for any land
district. Also, any existing levees or drains along the rivers that could be incorporated
into the system would be taken advantage of to aid in the completion of the work. Even
though the swamp land donation opened the door to rampant speculation and resulted in
fraudulently designating hundreds of thousands of acres as swamp or overflowed lands,
the promise of eliminating or at least alleviating inundations along the route between
Little Rock and the Mississippi River improved the prospects of gaining subscribers for a
railroad through eastern Arkansas.17
Roswell Beebe recognized that a consolidation of internal improvement funds was
necessary if Arkansas was to gain either a plank road or a railroad from the Mississippi
River to Little Rock. After serving as the mayor of Little Rock in 1849, Beebe was
elected as commissioner for the Pulaski County internal improvement board in 1851. By
mid-June 1851, articles appeared in newspapers suggesting a meeting of the internal
improvement commissioners from several counties for the purpose of consolidating their
funds. This led to the publication of the circular letter of Roswell Beebe in July 1851,
which brings the story full circle to the first mention of this letter in the introductory
chapter of the present work. Beebe received approval of the Pulaski County court to
approach other counties to unite for a single route from the Mississippi River to Little
17

Acts Passed at the Eighth Session of the General Assembly of Arkansas, 1850-1851,
77-80; Arkansas State Gazette & Democrat, January 24, 1851. For more on the 500,000 acre
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Rock, “either a turnpike road, a plank road, or a rail road,” and regardless of rival routes.
This last comment was in reference to the heated rivalry between the Memphis and
Helena groups who promoted their cities as the terminus on the river for a road to the
West.18
The convention was held in Little Rock from Monday, November 3 to Friday,
November 7, 1851, with thirteen counties represented by their commissioners, along with
“auxiliary delegates.” As with the vote against distribution of the fund, most of the
commissioners represented the cotton-cultivating counties of the east along the Memphis
to Little Rock route, to the west along a possible Little Rock to Fort Smith route, or in the
southwest along possible routes from Little Rock to the Red River. Unfortunately, most
of the commissioners arrived at the convention lacking instructions from their county
courts that would allow them to unite into a single internal improvement district or to
consolidate their funds. The most that could be accomplished by the convention was to
form an internal improvement district, designated the Board of Internal Improvements
Commissioners, contingent on the commissioners gaining concurrence from their
respective county courts. A second convention was scheduled for March 1852, inviting
all internal improvement commissioners and people of the state to attend. Even though
this first convention appeared to be unproductive, the aims of the different sections were
becoming clearer and an enthusiasm grew towards having at least one project
accomplished in the state.19
18
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Concurrent with the convention, a mass meeting was held in Little Rock,
beginning the Wednesday evening after the adjournment of the formal convention
meeting. The mass meeting was attended by citizens representing every county in the
state, not just the commissioners. The results of this meeting were resolutions to have the
distribution act repealed, to create an internal improvement journal, to seek a plank or rail
road from Little Rock to the White River, and to call a second meeting for February
1852. The timing of the second meeting allowed delegates, who were selected to attend
an internal improvement convention in New Orleans in January, time to return to
Arkansas and report to the committee. They could also submit the resolutions of the
February mass meeting to the upcoming meeting of the Board of Internal Improvement
Commissioners in March.20
Subsequently, all through late 1851 and early 1852, railroad conventions or mass
meetings were held to decide which railroad they should support, depending on the
terminus and whether the railroad would benefit their sectional interests. Some supported
a railroad from Helena to the mouth of Cache River as a viable solution, connecting to
the plank or rail road from Memphis. Others claimed that a road from Little Rock to
Helena would cost half as much as a road to Memphis. Another meeting held at Camden,
Arkansas, on December 22 and 23, 1851, promoted a railroad from Gaines’s Landing, in
the far southeast corner on the Mississippi River, to Fulton on the Red River. Perhaps the
most logical argument given for supporting Memphis as the origin of a route across
Arkansas was made by Absalom Fowler, chairman of the mass meeting held in Little
Rock February 9-11, 1852, when he stated the obvious: a railroad to Helena would get
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Ibid., November 14, 1851.
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goods and passengers to the Mississippi River and steamboats heading north or south, but
they could go nowhere else conveniently. Arrival at Memphis from the west furnished a
traveler more options for further travel eastward and for selling goods, especially once
the railroads building from the east of the Mississippi terminated at Memphis. From that
point “you can run in a short time any of the southern, eastern, middle, or northern cities,
on the Atlantic or elsewhere.”21
In an effort to please all the contending parties, the convention decided to first
adopt the Arkansas Central Railroad, which was already chartered to build a railroad
from Memphis to Fulton, via Little Rock. A memorial was already making its way to
Washington, D.C., seeking a further federal donation of land consisting of alternating
sections along the railroad’s route, six miles wide on both sides of the right-of-way.
Additional resolutions sought a railroad branch from Helena to the White River to
intersect the central trunk line, a branch connecting to the mainline at the St. Francis
River to run to southwestern Missouri, a branch from Little Rock along the Arkansas
River to the western border, a railroad from some point on the Mississippi River across
the southern portion of the state to intersect the mainline near the Red River, another
branch from Fulton westward to the Choctaw line, and a branch from Fayetteville to
intersect the branch along the Arkansas River somewhere between Van Buren and Little
Rock. In essence, the convention sought to construct railroads parallel to all of the
existing military roads that had been attempted over the past thirty years. The main focus,
though, was to complete the central rail line from Memphis to Little Rock.22
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The question of determining the best transcontinental route instigated a joint
resolution in Congress instructing Secretary of War George Crawford to send teams of
topographic engineers westward from various points on the Mississippi River to
determine the best route for a railroad to the Pacific Ocean. One of these survey teams
was led by Joshua Barney, a civil engineer working for the Topographical Engineers. The
route he surveyed was from St. Louis, Missouri, to Fulton on the Red River, via Little
Rock. While the old Southwest Trail between Little Rock and the Missouri line remained
on the west side of the White River, Barney’s survey followed a ridge separating the St.
Francis and Black rivers. After crossing the Missouri-Arkansas line, the route followed
close to the east side of the Black River, passing the town of Pocahontas about fifteen
miles to the east. Barney’s team crossed the White River at Jacksonport, below the
confluence of the Black and White rivers. From that crossing the route passed the town of
Searcy about three miles to the east, then it made a straight line to the Arkansas River,
crossing a few miles below Little Rock in late October 1850. The route paralleled the
Little Rock to Fulton military road on its way to the Red River. Barney made his report to
the Topographical Engineers, which was submitted to Congress on March 16, 1852.
Since the survey was seen as experimental, there was no way of telling whether this
would be the route chosen as the beginning leg of the transcontinental railroad or not, but
the belief that the best route would be from either Memphis or the mouth of the Ohio
River was not dampened by the appearance in Arkansas of the Barney survey crew in the
fall of 1850.23

23
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In all of the resolutions made by the numerous internal improvement conventions
there was still that wording of “or military road” that could not be ignored, especially
since newspapers published numerous articles extolling the virtues of plank roads. These
were roads built on an embankment, with two long wooden sills running the length of the
road bed, then cross-members—planks— were placed close together across the roadbed
on top of the sills. These planks created a more solid paving.24 The Memphis and St.
Francis Plank Road Company was incorporated in January 1851 to build such a road and
during the period that Arkansas held its conventions and mass meetings the company had
supposedly been building the road away from the Mississippi River towards the St.
Francis River. Several delegates to the meetings suggested building a railroad from Little
Rock only to the St. Francis River to meet the plank road at that point, while others
realized a railroad/plank road combination would only be a temporary fix.25
During the same legislative session, other plank roads were also incorporated;
many of them for only very short distances across low marshy river bottoms. Plank roads
across the Ouachita River and Fourche Bayou bottoms were integral to routes into and
out of towns like Camden and Little Rock. Other roads were incorporated to simply
connect destinations within the state, such as Van Buren to Fort Smith in western
Arkansas, Pine Bluff on the Arkansas River to Camden on the Ouachita, and Camden to

Gazette & Democrat, November 1, 1850. For the role the Army engineers played in these railroad
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Fulton, on the Red River. While many of these roads were only short runs, they were
important in filling in the gaps on the map within Arkansas and could be considered farm
to market roads. Unfortunately, these projects also drew investment capital away from
major projects such as a central railroad across the state.26
Responding to the major desires of the Little Rock mass meeting, Borland
managed to push two bills through the Senate for grants of land to three railroads:
Memphis to Little Rock, then to Fulton; Helena to Little Rock, then to Fort Smith; and a
third road from Gaines’s Landing on the Mississippi River south of Helena to Camden
and then to Fulton. The bills then went to the House for concurrence, but at this juncture
Arkansas politics intervened on the national stage and determined a different outcome
(see Fig. 36).27
Politics in Arkansas during the last decades of the antebellum period was
dominated by a Democratic dynasty known as “the Family,” composed of an intermarried
clan of the Conway-Rector-Sevier-Johnson families. Although during the 1840s Whigs
held as much as twenty-five percent of the general assembly, they never gained enough
influence to overcome the Democrats in the state. By 1852 the Whig party had
disintegrated and politics settled into a sectional battle, especially in regards to internal
improvements. The Family may have been dominant, but the Democrats did not show a
solid front in seeking railroads for the state. Out of necessity, former Whigs gravitated
towards the independent Democrats in support of the Arkansas Central Railroad scheme
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Figure 36. Map of the major proposed railroads across Arkansas. I. Wilamowicz, Map of the Cairo & Fulton Railroad
Exhibiting the Principal Tributary Lines as Projected and Its Connection with Other Railroads West of the Mississippi River
(Little Rock: n.p., 1853). Courtesy of Library of Congress. http://hdl.loc.gmd/loc.gmd/g39336p.rr003580 (accessed May 17,
2012).

that Borland pushed through the Senate, which benefitted the southern half of the state.
Borland’s fellow senator in Congress, William K. Sebastian, was one of the Family along
with Representative Robert W. Johnson, the acknowledged head of the powerful dynasty.
Sebastian introduced a railroad bill in the Senate seeking land grants for railroads from
Helena to Fort Smith, with branches to the Red and White rivers; but since the bills had
to go through Borland’s committee on public lands, Borland saw to it that Sebastian’s
bills died in committee.28
In return, once Borland’s bills arrived in the House, Johnson allowed them to
remain in committee while he supported House bills for land grants to the St. Louis and
Iron Mountain Railroad and a railroad from Cairo, Illinois, to Fulton via Little Rock, with
branches to Fort Smith and “some point on the Mississippi River,” leaving that terminus
to the state to decide. Both bills passed the House, and subsequently the Senate. An act
was approved on February 9, 1853, granting three million acres of land in Arkansas and
Missouri to the Cairo to Fulton line and its branches, allowing for a one hundred foot
right-of-way on both sides of the centerline, with alternate sections of land for a depth of
six miles on each side of the railroad.29
After the internal improvement mass meeting in February 1852, supporters of the
three proposed railroads that Borland promoted in the Senate enthusiastically anticipated
Thomas A. DeBlack, “Prosperity and Peril: Arkansas in the Late Antebellum Period,”
in Arkansas: A Narrative History, 149-154; Bolton, Arkansas 1800-1860: Remote and Restless,
169-181; Senate Journal, 32nd Cong., 1st sess., January 10, and January 20, 1852, 109 and 133.
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the passage of land grant bills for their favorite project. Even in his message to the 1852
session of the general assembly, Governor John Seldon Roane emphatically called for the
railroad to be built from Memphis through Little Rock to Fulton. A railroad to New
Orleans placed travelers in danger of malaria, while roads to St. Louis encountered “the
chilling blasts and obstructing snow drifts of the north.” Memphis was the obvious
beginning point. The determination of the Cairo to Fulton road as the railroad receiving
federal assistance came as a disappointment for the supporters of the other routes.30
Understandably embarrassed at being politically out-maneuvered in Congress,
Borland offered an explanation on the Senate floor on February 18, 1853, as to why the
Cairo and Fulton Railroad bill took precedence for passage over his own bills. According
to Borland, he had left Washington, D.C., a few days before the debate of the bill took
place due to health and business reasons, but not before inquiring of Senator Sebastian
whether any bills important to Arkansas were planned to come before the Senate during
Borland’s absence. Assured that nothing of importance was on the horizon, Borland left
the city. On his return the next week, Borland was surprised to find notice in the
newspapers that the debate on the railroad bill for the Cairo and Fulton Railroad took
place during his absence. Had he been present, Borland would have amended the bill to
substitute Memphis for Cairo and add the Helena and Gaines’s Landing roads. Borland
did not vote against the Cairo and Fulton bill since he had been convinced by others that
it was the only bill that was able to pass the House, and he “was unwilling to lose the
certainty of obtaining a partial good then, even for the probability of a much greater good
30

Arkansas State Gazette & Democrat, November 3, 1852. This edition was an extra to
publish the governor’s message complete. The editions of the State Gazette & Democrat with
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from February 1852 to March 1853, when notice was given to the railroad land grant act.
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thereafter.”31 So the road crossing the state diagonally from the northeast to the southwest
corners became the favored route, forcing the other existing companies to scramble for
re-charter as branch railroads.
Despite Borland’s claim that the Cairo to Fulton line was relatively unknown to
anyone in Arkansas until the last weeks of the previous Congressional session which
ended in August 1852, it was time enough for a group of influential Arkansans to form a
company to build the trunk line through Arkansas. The Cairo and Fulton Railroad
company was incorporated in Arkansas on January 12, 1853; a full month prior to
Congress’s passage of the land grant bill for this route. Other groups in both Arkansas
and Memphis realized the direction the legislative process in Congress was headed and
scrambled to have the branch lines incorporated in time to take advantage of the land
grants offered by the national government.32
The incorporation act for the Memphis and Little Rock Railroad Company was
passed and approved by the legislature on January 11, 1853. While the Memphis and
Little Rock line became the first operational railroad in Arkansas, it was only one of
several railroads incorporated before the Civil War. In the same legislative session that
saw the incorporation of the Cairo and Fulton Railroad and the Memphis and Little Rock
line, another railroad from Fort Smith through Van Buren then northward to Fayetteville,
Bentonville, and on to the Missouri state line was incorporated as the Arkansas Western
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Railroad Company on January 10, 1853. The Mississippi Valley Railroad Company was
planned to connect St. Louis to New Orleans by way of Little Rock and was incorporated
January 12, 1853, the same day as the Cairo and Fulton railroad. The Mississippi Valley
was to make a connection at the Arkansas-Louisiana border with the New Orleans,
Opelousas, and Great Western Railroad then run northward to Little Rock, where it
would connect with the planned railroad from Little Rock to St. Louis that had been
surveyed by Joshua Barney, becoming known as the St. Louis and Iron Mountain
Railroad. Not wanting to be beat out for the Little Rock to the Mississippi River
connection, the people along the lower Arkansas River formed the Napoleon and Little
Rock Railroad Company, whose charter was approved January 12, 1853. This road was
to connect Napoleon, at the mouth of the Arkansas River, with Pine Bluff and Little
Rock.33
The original preferred route from Memphis to Fulton via Little Rock was rechartered January 10, 1853, retaining its name as the Arkansas Central Railroad but
amended to allow this road to connect to and develop the resources of any other railroad
being built or planned through the state, especially roads to St. Louis, New Orleans, Fort
Smith, Cairo, and any road towards the Pacific running through northwest Texas. Since
the railroad lost out on gaining the land grants from Congress so necessary to its success,
the new stipulation was a way to try and force the other companies to share their
resources. With a growing but still relatively small and scattered population, and a
33
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population largely consisting of subsistence farmers with limited income, the financial
resources were too limited to support building more than one major railroad in the state.
This reality was expressed in the Arkansas State Gazette & Democrat in April 1853,
when the writer warned that the state could not build two railroads at once, but by
building the Central Railroad first, “we can commence on that, and in, say two years—
and by the time we get it fairly under way, the impetus which it will naturally give to our
affairs, will have advanced them enough, to enable us to commence, and successfully
prosecute, the Mississippi Valley rail road.”34
In 1850, Arkansas’s population was the smallest of all of the surrounding states at
almost 210,000 people, of which nearly a quarter were slaves and irrelevant towards
providing investment capital towards internal improvement projects. To the contrary,
slaves were a drain on internal improvement investments since planters, the wealthiest
class in the state, were more apt to invest in more slaves or land in an effort to generate
more profits rather than in railroads. Planters may have been the wealthiest group, but in
1850 they were also a minority in a state where the vast majority of free males considered
themselves to be farmers, located mostly in the northern and western parts of the state,
while most of the planters were located in the southern and southeastern counties,
primarily Chicot County, along the Mississippi River. In 1850, Chicot County produced
the most bales of cotton in the state, at over 12,000 bales; with Union County to the west
along the Ouachita River second at over 7,000 bales. These planters also held the largest
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number of slaves in the state. Combined with their land holdings, these two forms of
property represented the bulk of their capital investments, most of which was in credit.35
No wonder that the Mississippi, Ouachita and Red River Railroad Company was
chartered in August 1852 to connect Fulton on the Red River, Camden on the Ouachita
River, and Gaines’s Landing on the Mississippi River in an effort to bring better shipping
to planters along the southern border of the state. Without the aid of federal land grants
offered to the Cairo and Fulton Railroad, planters had to take on the entire financial
burden of building the railroad, which doomed the completion of the project.36
Historian Dallas Herndon suggested that the Mississippi, Ouachita and Red River
Railroad Company became a means for investors to sell stock without ever actually
building a railroad. Herndon claimed that although the road was given high expectations
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for its completion as late as 1856, only a few miles of track were laid by 1860 near the
Mississippi River end of the line. The railroad owned no locomotive and only possessed a
handcar for local traffic. After the Civil War the railroads relied more on state issued
bonds for a revenue stream and the conditions for receiving the bonds called for the
completion of a minimum number of miles of laid track. The story told is that old rails
from the Mississippi, Ouachita and Red River Railroad would be laid on one railroad line
long enough to secure the bonds, then moved to another line in order to do the same thing
over again.37
Whether the story is true or not, the railroad did not fail for a lack of initiative by
its directors. In March 1857, the company’s president and one of its directors were in
New Orleans attempting to gain subscribers in the venture from the “men of property and
business” in that city. The New Orleans newspaper that noticed their solicitation offered
to publish their appeal for subscribers since the railroad would aid the business of their
city in directing trade southward from Arkansas. Also by the fall of 1856, a “railroad
depot warehouse” had been built in Camden, immediately on the banks of the Ouachita
River at the steamboat landing in anticipation of taking advantage of the marriage of
these two modes of steam transportation. Cotton brought to Camden by rail could be
stored in the large brick warehouse for shipment by steamboat down the Ouachita and
Mississippi rivers to New Orleans. Trade goods would be held at the warehouse for
planters and merchants who came to Camden for business. Even with this combination of
modes of travel, the competition with and reliance on steamboats was still evident by the
number of advertisements in the Camden newspaper for regular New Orleans and
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Camden packets. River travel on the three rivers the railroad attempted to connect worked
against the success of the railroad company. Without the aid of “a liberal donation of
swamp land” by the legislature, the financial future of the company was bleak.38
As for the Cairo and Fulton Railroad, the route was surveyed and the right-of-way
obtained from the private property owners along the route in 1853 and 1854. The survey
was approved by the company and submitted to the governor, who reported it to the
legislature on November 6, 1854. Falling in line with the Family which supported this
railroad over all the others, Roswell Beebe, who had been so prominent in seeking the
railroad between Little Rock and Memphis, became a director of the Cairo and Fulton
line after its charter and was elected president of the company. In the 1854 legislative
session, an act was passed and approved offering the federal land grant to the company to
construct the trunk line. Unfortunately, the act attached conditions to the grant that were
not part of the federal act donating the land grants, such as the company could not sell or
use the lands for a period of twenty years after the date of completion of the railroad from
the Missouri state line to the Texas state line. Also after the same period, the company
would be taxed annually on the “road, fixtures, land and tenements and houses equal to
that paid upon other taxable property” considered separate from the company’s capital
stock. The company also had to either grade twenty-five miles or complete ten miles of
the road by December 1, 1856, and to enter a bond or agreement with the state
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transferring its charter, materials, and completed works to the state if the company failed
to meet the deadline.39
The conditions were so restrictive that Beebe had no choice but to reject the grant.
By not being able to sell or use the land for at least twenty years beyond the road’s
completion, having possession of the land was useless to both the railroad and to any
potential settlers who might want to purchase acreage along the railroad. In that event,
even the state would lose any advantage of the potential land sales. To rectify the
situation, an amendatory act of the legislature was approved on November 26, 1856,
granting the land to the Cairo and Fulton Railroad Company with only the condition of
grading twenty-five miles or completing ten miles of the line within two years from the
passage of the amending act. Edward Cross had taken over the presidency of the
company after the death of Roswell Beebe in September 1856 and agreed to accept the
land grant from the state. In compliance with the act, Cross submitted a one million dollar
performance bond with the governor. With these actions the company could begin selling
the donation lands to help offset expenses.40
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With the delay in accepting the land grants, the credibility of the Cairo and Fulton
Railroad was diminished, making the sale of subscriptions for stock in the company
difficult and leading more of the investors towards the Memphis and Little Rock
company. Also the Cairo and Fulton Railroad was not simply one company, but in fact
two; one in Arkansas and one in Missouri. The Missouri legislature had already granted
the donation lands to the Missouri company and the route had been surveyed from the
Mississippi River to the Arkansas border, seeming to show that the company was intent
on making good progress towards completing its portion of the road. To increase
efficiency in administration, construction, and operation of the entire line the two
companies consolidated its management, with final agreement by the Missouri group on
June 28, 1856. A joint committee made decisions that affected the entire railroad with the
main office located in Little Rock, but all of the company’s revenues and expenses were
apportioned to the two groups according to the proportional distance of the line within
each division, and the two divisions conducted business operations autonomously.41
This ponderous management organization slowed the work, and with the
economic downturn in 1857, construction virtually ceased on the railroad. Fearing the
loss of their charter and land grant, the company decided in December 1857 to use the
payments from stock subscriptions to grade at least twenty-five miles of the line from the
White River northward, fulfilling the condition of the land grant act. Once this action was
completed, work ceased due to the economic conditions and before construction could
resume, it was interrupted by the Civil War in 1861. Mason Brayman was the company’s
president and James S. Williams its chief engineer at the outbreak of hostilities. Both
41
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were West Point graduates and joined the armies of their respective home regions:
Brayman with the Union, Williams with the Confederacy. After serving as a brigadier
general, Brayman returned to Little Rock and resumed his duties as the railroad’s
president. In July 1866, the land grant was returned to the company, allowing it to resume
construction.42
The state’s railroad system would not be complete if a railroad did not connect
Little Rock with Fort Smith on the western border. Not to be left behind, the Little Rock
and Fort Smith Railroad Company charter was submitted to the state on September 7,
1853, under the general corporation act of January 1851 and the route was surveyed by
Joshua Barney, which was reported to the directors and approved on August 23, 1854.
Subsequently, on January 19, 1855, the company became the state-selected branch line of
the Cairo and Fulton Railroad Company to Fort Smith, with the land grant for the branch
being offered to the company to aid in the road’s construction. Barney had surveyed the
route from Fort Smith eastward through Van Buren, then connected with the survey being
made by the Arkansas and Pacific Railroad Company heading west from Little Rock. The
A. & P. Railroad survey where Barney’s joined it became the route for the Little Rock
and Fort Smith line, and the company had six months to pay the A. & P. for the cost of
their survey. In return, the A. & P. gave up its right-of-way and right of construction
which were transferred to the Little Rock and Fort Smith Railroad. Just as all of the other
railroad charters submitted under the general incorporation act underwent the formal
legislative incorporation process later, the Little Rock and Fort Smith Railroad Company
was formally approved on January 22, 1855, with an added right to “fix a telegraph wire
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along said road, and regulate the fees for messages sent,” something none of the previous
charters had included. Now the state only had to designate a railroad to be the eastern
branch and grant it the lands to aid its construction to complete the system.43
On June 18, 1854, the contract for construction of the Memphis and Little Rock
Railroad was entered into with the company of Bradley, Ford & Stickney at the cost of
twenty-five thousand dollars per mile. Typical with most railroad construction projects,
the work was divided into three divisions. The first division was from Hopefield,
Arkansas, on the west bank of the Mississippi River, to the town of Madison on the St.
Francis River, only a few miles south of present-day Forrest City, Arkansas. The route
followed the “air-line,” and was thirty-eight miles in length. A six hundred-foot-long
draw-bridge had to be built crossing the St. Francis. The second division was between the
St. Francis and White rivers and crossed the Cache River and Bayou De Vue. This stretch
measured over forty-five miles in length and contended with crossing Crowley’s Ridge.
The third division was from the White River to Little Rock and measured forty-five miles
long. This last division was considered to be the easiest of the three legs, since it was
mostly through prairie (see Fig. 37).44
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Figure 37. Map of the Memphis and Little Rock Railroad, also depicting the military road between the two
cities. United States War Department, Map of the Alluvial Region of the Mississippi (Washington: Bureau of
Topographical Engineers, 1861).

According to Backus Ford, the first chief engineer, the route started two miles
south of the “Old” Military Road and then ran parallel to it, which took advantage of
running the shortest distance in a straight line. More importantly, Ford claimed the
overflow from the Mississippi River had been reduced by three feet due to the partial
building of the levees along the river. Only a two-mile gap remained to complete the
levees on the west bank across the river from Memphis. He further claimed that when
that gap was closed there would not be any overflow from the Mississippi for twenty
miles. Ford ended his report by predicting that all the railroads leading to Memphis from
the east would benefit from the Memphis and Little Rock railroad.45
With completion of the route survey and the obvious benefits associated with this
route, the Memphis and Little Rock Railroad Company became the easy choice as the
eastern branch of the main trunk. On January 19, 1855, two legislative acts were
approved granting the donated lands to the railroad under slightly more lenient conditions
than for the Cairo and Fulton Railroad and formally designating the road as the eastern
branch. The land granted to the railroad was taken from the donated land on each side of
the roadbed and within six miles from it. If the land was not sellable or useable in that
range, then the company could go fifteen miles away from the roadbed on each side. This
grant gave the company ownership of a belt of land potentially thirty miles wide. Once
twenty consecutive miles had been completed the railroad could sell 120 sections of land,
then the same for the next twenty miles completed and so on. The proceeds from the land
sales in one division had to be used for the construction of the railroad in that division.
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Completion deadlines were staggered by division, where the first division had to be
completed by January 1, 1858; the second division by January 1, 1860; and the third
completed by January 1, 1863. Also the lands were exempt from taxation until the
railroad was completed, unless they were sold to other persons, but were not exempt for
longer than eight years from the date of the act’s passage. Notification of the acceptance
of the grant by the company had to be given to the governor within six months of passage
of the act.46
While accepting the land grant, the company’s board of directors decided to
withhold the lands from sale until the road was completed. The logic in doing this was in
using the estimated value of the over 487,000 acres as the basis of credit in constructing
the railroad. This allowed the company to issue company bonds amounting to $1,500,000
which would be paid off with the subsequent sale of the granted lands once trains brought
settlers farther into the state and selected their tracts. The first issuance of five hundred
thousand dollars of bonds was expected to pay for construction of the roadbed, iron, and
equipment to complete the western division from Little Rock to the White River. When
the national economy declined in 1857, eastern investors became leery of all railroad
bonds and stock leaving the company in debt for purchases made on credit.47
By November 1855, the work had not progressed as far as they “could more
profitably have done” according to James Williamson, president of the company.
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Financial difficulties in the country were blamed for the lack of progress, which made
investors apprehensive of buying the company’s stock. One difference between the time
Charles Thomas and Alexander Bowman spent in this part of the country and the work
progressing in 1855 was that the weather and climate were more cooperative and there
were plenty of laborers for the railroad.48 Half of the first division’s roadbed was
completed and hopes were that the second half would soon be completed enough to lay
the tracks. Contractors worked clearing and grading the third division. This work was
paid for by funds raised through local stock sales in Little Rock and the surrounding area.
Williamson’s confidence was such that he believed divisions one and three could be
completed within a year, if the iron rails were delivered in time. The charter obligated the
company to complete the first division by January 1858.49
By February 1857, all operations on the railroad had ceased. The difficulties that
caused the stoppage resulted from disagreements between the officers of the company
and the contractors. On February 16, 1857, the company reorganized with newly elected
directors taking control. John Robertson of Memphis accepted the position of president
and found the company in a shambles with debts amounting to over two hundred
thousand dollars. Secretary and Treasurer John Robinson helped Robertson straighten out
the situation, and even though money and credit remained a problem for some time, the
company began to gain people’s confidence again, and work on the roadbed slowly
resumed. Enhancing the perception that the company was looking forward to completion
on not only the eastern branch of the system but also the western branch, a state act was
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approved February 8, 1859, permitting the Memphis and Little Rock Railroad Company
and the Little Rock to Fort Smith Railroad Company to consolidate into one company,
that would take on the name of Central Pacific Railroad Company. A consolidation of the
two companies did not occur before the war caused a cessation of business but the idea
was introduced in 1866 as a means to prevent the Cairo and Fulton Railroad from
becoming the dominant line in Arkansas.50
A new Chief Engineer, Montgomery Lynch, was elected by the directors in April
1857. The terms of the contracts and the harshness of the work made it impossible for the
contractors to continue, so they abandoned their contracts. The loss of confidence in the
former administration along with the brutal conditions of working in the river bottoms—
including the unhealthiness of the water and mosquitoes—made it impossible to get
slaveholders to accept contracts. Since slaves were expensive, no man of capital risked
losing them in the bottoms. Instead, the company relied on Irish laborers; but even they
would not work in the bottoms during the summer months which forced the work to be
accomplished in the rainy fall months. By February 1858, work had stopped again due to
the extremely wet conditions.51
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Not all the news regarding the Memphis and Little Railroad was gloomy in 1857.
In late August, Memphis newspapers gave notice to the arrival of a new locomotive in the
city, destined for Hopefield across the Mississippi River and the beginning point of the
new Arkansas railroad building into the swamps. Noting that it would be the first to
operate in Arkansas, the new locomotive was named “Little Rock” after “our sister city at
the western terminus of the road.” With a track gauge of five feet six inches—the
distance between the centerline of rails and spacing between the wheels—the ride was
considered exceptionally smooth for a new railroad. The railroad’s gauge was also six
inches wider than most of the tracks in existence on the eastern side of the Mississippi
River. By the first week in September, the historic first run by the locomotive was made
to the end of the line from Hopefield, an estimated six mile journey; and on
September 11, the first passengers were loaded onto a platform car and pulled by the
Little Rock to the end of the track, “plunging with ‘a shriek, a rattle, and a roar’ into the
startled jungles of the Mississippi bottoms.” This event only increased the anticipation of
travelling all the way to Little Rock and beyond someday soon.52
Lynch lowered the grade elevation by two to four feet. He claimed this reduction
was possible since the levee system managed to keep the overflow out and essentially
stated that the Internal Improvement Commission had accomplished its goal of
reclaiming the bottom lands.53 When Lynch took over as chief engineer, the company
owned one locomotive, six flat cars, two box cars, two boarding cars for the track hands,
two iron trucks, two repair trucks, and one hand car. With the availability of this
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equipment, and with the completion of the track from the Mississippi River westward, the
problem of transporting supplies to the road crews from the supply depot was
alleviated.54
Robertson economized as much as possible. By 1857, no depots or shops had
been built, no equipment had been purchased except that which was absolutely necessary
for construction, and the company was not making arrangements to conduct business on
the railroad until the roadbed was completely finished out of the river bottom between the
Mississippi and St. Francis Rivers. Robertson then succeeded in extending the deadline
for completion of the first division to December 1, 1858. The company anticipated being
able to meet that deadline.55
Robertson reported to Arkansas Governor Elias N. Conway that on November 12,
1858, “the last rail was laid on the first division of the Memphis and Little Rock Railroad,
and that a train of locomotives and cars passed over its entire length.”56 Conway
recognized the historical nature of the event but realized the prospects of completing the
entire route according to the charter were not good. He recommended the completion date
of the third division from Little Rock to the White River be changed to January 1, 1861.
With the legislature making provisions for this change, Conway hoped it would persuade
capitalists to step forward and help finance the construction of the middle division by
December 1, 1862.57
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The bridge over the St. Francis River at Madison was not finished at the time
Robertson sent notice of the first division’s completion to Conway. This accomplishment
did not occur until 1861, when the first train crossed the bridge on September 28, 1861.58
Operation of the railroad from Little Rock to Du Vall’s Bluff on the west bank of the
White River began on December 26, 1861. Both the eastern and western legs of the
railroad operated in this condition until June 6, 1862, when Union forces occupied
Memphis and seized the eastern portion of the railroad. According to company records,
the occupying forces did not operate the eastern division. The western division remained
in company operation until the Union forces took possession of that portion of the
railroad on September 14, 1863. The Union Army then held and operated this division
until November 1, 1865, when the entire railroad and what was left of its rolling stock
and equipment were returned to the company. Memphis businessman Robert C. Brinkley,
for whom the town of Brinkley, Arkansas is named, became company president in
October 1866, replacing Robertson, who became superintendent.59
In the company’s brief time of operation before the war disrupted service, the gap
in the middle of the route interrupted travel between Memphis and Little Rock, but as one
advertisement stated, it was still thirty hours quicker than before the railroad arrived.
After taking a thirty-minute ferry ride from Memphis across the Mississippi River, the
train left from Hopefield at seven-thirty in the morning, arriving in Madison at eleven.
The travelers then had to leave the train at Madison and board a stagecoach, which
carried the passengers along the Old Military Road to Clarendon where they transferred
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to a steamboat. The steamboat took them up the White River to De Valls Bluff and the
travelers got back on the train to Little Rock. This state of affairs remained until the
middle section was finally completed in 1871.60 Still, the promoters of the Memphis and
Little Rock to Fulton route had been successful in seeing the Cairo and Fulton Railroad
take a back seat to their favored project. By the Civil War, none of the railroads were
finished, but at least three of the five desired railroads in the state had been started and
those three succeeded in becoming the main trunk line in the state.
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CONCLUSION
The introduction to the present work opened with the debate in Arkansas over
whether it should be called “the natural state” or the “land of opportunity.” Regrettably,
the state could not adopt both slogans as both were applicable to Arkansas. Nature
provided an existing river highway system which early Native Americans relied on to
establish a thriving trade network both within and without the future state. Evidence in
the early chapters indicated that the communication provided by these rivers brought the
benefits of shared technologies and culture with other groups, but also the hazards
associated with overpopulation and shared diseases, especially once contact with
Europeans was made.
Although early encroachment into the region by the Spanish failed to exploit these
natural highways and portals into the interior, they did discover a primitive network of
land routes made by bison and used by the natives which became the basis for later roads,
such as the Southwest Trail. It was left to the French voyageurs to take advantage of the
rivers and streams to head into the interior and establish a fur trading industry with the
natives, which brings about the first conclusion as to why the internal improvements did
not develop sooner in the region that became Arkansas.
Inhabited by rough traders and hunters, Arkansas was too far removed from the
two areas of population and economic growth of Upper Louisiana, centered on St. Louis
and the Missouri River valley, and Lower Louisiana, focused on New Orleans and the
lower Mississippi River region, to gain the type of settlers who sought better roads. River
travel remained the cheap and easy source of transportation even after the Spanish took
control of the region after 1763. The sporadic attempts by the Spanish government to
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draw settlement into Arkansas failed to establish a presence in the interior away from the
Mississippi River. The French and Spanish failure to enforce their policies of making
road improvements a condition of settlers’ land grants left Arkansas in a primitive
condition by the time the United States took possession of Louisiana in 1803.
When Louisiana became part of the United States, the region between Upper and
Lower Louisiana was viewed as a veritable no man’s land by the United States
government. As such, Thomas Jefferson saw Arkansas as the perfect location to coax the
Native American nations living east of the Mississippi River to relocate into, leaving their
vacated lands in the Southeast open to white settlement and cultivation. The continued
lack of roads in Arkansas inhibited the migration of white settlers, who relied on their
heavily loaded wagons to take them and their possessions to their new homes on the
frontier. Again, river travel using flatboats and keelboats remained the major source of
transportation for those settlers heading west. Until explorations were made up the major
rivers of the region, people in the East had no true idea of the amount of resources and
potential opportunities that awaited settlers and entrepreneurs in this wilderness.
The explorations conducted by men such as William Dunbar and Thomas Nuttall
exposed easterners to the natural advantages of Arkansas and to the best modes and
means of travelling about the frontier through the publication of their travel journals.
Travel by river remained the mode of choice in the early territorial days. As more settlers
moved west from the Mississippi River frontier clashes occurred between whites and
Native Americans, bringing about the demand for the United States to provide better
frontier defenses. Up to the division of Arkansas Territory from Missouri in 1819, the
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voice of the people in Arkansas was relatively mute due to its remoteness from both the
territorial and national seats of government.
The growing demand in land for speculation purposes following the War of 1812
increased the drive westward and Arkansas Territory drew its fair share of these
opportunists. The problem was in opening ways for land buyers to have access to the
public lands that were finally being surveyed and the land office books opened for sales.
Arkansas adopted the county road system of using the county court and overseers to
determine when and where roads were to be built and maintained, making the labor and
funding part of the duty of the inhabitants. Since the territory remained devoid of settlers
in any large numbers in most counties, the county road system barely scratched the
surface in opening substantial roads throughout the territory. The prevailing belief was
that territories, being subject to the federal government, were the responsibility of the
national government when it came to internal improvements; especially when the
territory’s population—or lack of people—did not support constructing improvements on
their own.
In 1847, the Topographical Engineers submitted a statement of appropriations for
the construction and repair of roads, and the improvement of harbors and rivers with the
amounts expended in each state. Amounts for Arkansas included the major military roads
constructed during both the territorial and statehood periods of the 1820s and 1830s,
beginning in 1824. The total for the appropriations in Arkansas reached a little over
$486,000. Amounts listed for the road from Little Rock to Memphis in the years 1824,
1827, 1832, and 1834 included the first attempt at building this road under the
supervision of Lieutenant Charles Thomas, and the construction of the road from Little
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Rock to the St. Francis River in the 1830s, under the supervision of Lieutenant Richard
Collins, which amounted to $59,065. In comparison, the construction of the road from
Memphis to the St. Francis River in the mid-1830s, supervised by Alexander Bowman,
cost the federal government $206,000, the largest expenditure for any single project
within the state of Arkansas in the antebellum period.1
The second largest expenditure was for the improvement of the navigation of the
Arkansas River from 1832-1838 which saw a total expenditure of $120,000. After 1838,
appropriations for improving the Arkansas River were shared with the states through
which the western rivers flowed, which were the Mississippi, Ohio, and Missouri rivers.
The total for this pool of river appropriations amounted to $1,698,000. None of these
totals included the Arkansas portion of the $100,000 appropriation shared with Missouri
for the improvement of the Southwest Trail as a military road in 1836. From its first
appropriation in 1828 to the last appropriation under the River and Harbor Act of 1852,
the expenditures on removing the Red River Raft totaled $525,000, and still had not
completely solved the problem of raft renewal. Although the Red River improvements
did not occur directly in Arkansas, the impetus for making the improvements was mainly
from the Arkansas general assembly. The benefits derived from the removal of the raft
greatly enhanced the value of lands in southwest Arkansas, attracting immigrants and
making the Red River region one of the fastest growing areas in Arkansas.2

1

War Department, Report of the Secretary of War, in Answer to a Resolution of the
Senate, Calling for a Statement of Appropriations for the Construction and Repair of Roads,
Fortifications, and Harbors, and for the Improvement of Rivers. January 7, 1847, 29th Cong., 2nd
sess., 1847, S. Doc. 44, 15.
2
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Comparisons could also be made of appropriations for territorial purposes—such
as public buildings, roads, etc.—between Arkansas, Michigan, and Mississippi. Michigan
was the territory that most people in Arkansas viewed as its closest competition for
federal appropriations, while Mississippi represented a southern state that experienced a
similar territorial apprenticeship as Arkansas. The House of Representatives in Congress
requested this same information from Secretary of State William L. Marcy in 1856.
According to Marcy’s supplied information, Arkansas’s executive, legislative, and
judicial appropriations during its territorial years amounted to over $203,000, with no
expenditures for erecting public buildings. Road construction appropriations amounted to
over $344,000, the highest amount for that item of the twenty listed territories to that
date. Since no expenditures were listed for public buildings or roads during Missouri’s
territorial period, it can be presumed that Arkansas did not receive any funds during its
time as part of that territory.3
Michigan was appropriated $352,703 during its territorial days for executive,
legislative, and judicial purposes, with none for erecting public buildings. Appropriations
for road construction totaled $235,500, much less than for Arkansas. Granted, the funds
appropriated to Michigan for operational expenses far outweighed those for Arkansas, but
Michigan was a territory of its own for the fourteen years Arkansas was attached to
Louisiana and Missouri Territories and not responsible for those expenses. Mississippi,
Arkansas’s eastern neighbor, was a territory for nearly the same length of time (seventeen
years for Arkansas, nineteen for Mississippi), and had nearly $148,400 appropriated to it
3
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Cong., 1st sess., 1856, H. Exdoc. 61, 1-2.
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for executive, legislative, and judicial expenses. During these nineteen years, Mississippi
received only $10,000 for road construction and had no public buildings erected. This
lack of road appropriations was not unusual for Mississippi, and not just a southern
phenomenon. For instance, Indiana received only $6,000 in appropriations for road
construction over a sixteen year period, Illinois received $8,000 over a nine year period,
and Alabama spent $10,000 in federal appropriations for road construction in its
territorial years. Clearly, Arkansas could not complain about being overlooked when
federal monies were appropriated, even though Arkansas politicians often accused
Michigan of being favored in receiving federal assistance.4
The evidence in these chapters supported Lawrence Malone’s thesis that during
the territorial stage, federal funding far outweighed territorial or local funding for internal
improvement projects. Not until 1835 did Arkansas authorize using county funds for use
in making road improvements, and even then the money was derived from the fines road
overseers charged hands for failure to perform their duties repairing county roads, not
actually a road tax.5 The first Arkansas law that allowed county courts to levy a road tax
came in December 1838, and even then the courts could not levy a tax unless a petition
was submitted, signed by a majority of the county’s taxable inhabitants approving such a
tax.6 Needless to say, few inhabitants sought such petitions. Initially, the law stipulated

4
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5
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6
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that the tax only applied to lands belonging to nonresidents, which meant absentee
plantation owners. Protests to such a discriminatory law first brought Roswell Beebe to
the public’s attention when he published advertisements in both the Arkansas Gazette and
the Arkansas Times and Advocate, denouncing the law as unconstitutional. Under
pressure from influential planters, that section of the tax law was repealed in the same
session of the general assembly.7
Even so, only Jackson, Crawford, Pope, Lafayette, Phillips, Crittenden, Monroe,
Columbia, and Pulaski counties had authorized a road tax by 1855; and the majority of
these were lowland plantation counties. In 1857, the number of cotton growing counties
with road tax laws increased to include Desha, Mississippi, Jefferson, Scott, Sebastian,
Chicot, Hempstead, and Randolph counties. The road tax levied could not exceed one
percent of all the taxable property, which meant real and personal property (slaves),
owned by the inhabitant. While these counties were added to those paying a road tax,
Pope, Crawford, and parts of Monroe counties sought exemption from levying road taxes.
By 1859, even the rest of the lowland counties had repealed their road tax laws, except
for Arkansas County, which levied a road tax at no more than one-fourth of one percent
of the taxable property, a small sum to be paid by even the wealthiest planters. The
county internal improvement commissioner was prohibited from making any new
contracts using the internal improvement fund, and any unexpended funds were to be
used only for county roads. The result was that only a few Arkansas counties actually

Counties, December 17, 1838, Acts Passed at the Second Session of the General Assembly of the
State of Arkansas, 16-17.
7
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used local taxes to improve their roads, and those counties in the highlands—typically the
less affluent more sparsely populated counties—were left without the benefit of revenues
for internal improvements, confirming Laurence Malone’s conclusions.8
The evidence also supported Carter Goodrich’s classification of internal
improvement endeavors as exploitative or developmental, but Arkansas relied on
developmental projects—exhibiting an “if you build it they will come” mentality—during
the entire antebellum period. This was especially true in eastern Arkansas where the
inundated lands prevented dense settlement before the military roads and railroads were
built which could bring more settlers to those areas. An argument could be made that
Memphis and other eastern investors shifted railroad projects into an exploitative mode
by subscribing to company stocks, but even with this infusion of revenue the railroads
struggled to remain solvent, much less turn a profit.
Reliance on the corporation also lacked the success in Arkansas that other eastern
states experienced. The incorporated railroad companies that did show some success by
the beginning of the Civil War, such as the Memphis and Little Rock Railroad, relied
heavily on federal land grants to gain decent credit in order to sell their stocks and bonds.
The companies that did not receive land grants either failed to start or succumbed during
8
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the economic depression of the late 1850s. In short, those that succeeded had relied on a
mixed enterprise, or a federally-subsidized corporation.
One other conclusion became clear in these chapters. Political party affiliation
tended to have no effect on whether or not people supported the federal government
funding of internal improvements. Whether National Republican, Democrat, Whig, or the
Republican Party of Lincoln, most Arkansans desired the federal government’s assistance
in building roads, clearing river obstructions, or giving land grants to railroads. To
citizens in Arkansas, especially during the territorial days, nearly every internal
improvement project was claimed to be a national project, due to justifications of
defense, postal, or simply of economic interest and benefit to the rest of the nation.
Divisions surfaced at the local level between sectional rivalries—upland versus
lowland—or political rivalries, such as the Family against all others. Each group sought a
project to meet their own agenda, or they blocked projects simply to keep the other group
from gaining an advantage. This situation was especially the case during the railroad
phase of the late 1840s and 1850s. While remoteness, sparseness of population, and
limited wealth were causes beyond their control that kept Arkansas dependent on federal
assistance longer than most states; the political infighting was a self-inflicted cause which
could have been avoided and probably would have seen a main trunk line railroad built
across the state before the Civil War halted all efforts.
During the last decades of the nineteenth century, the Memphis and Little Rock
Railroad Company changed hands five times before finally being sold to the Choctaw,
Oklahoma, and Gulf Railroad in 1900. By 1905, this railroad was consolidated into the
Rock Island Railroad system whose network reached the Pacific Ocean at Los Angeles,
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California.9 Today, the railroad tracks have been removed just west of Madison and the
trains run southwestward to Clarendon at the mouth of the Cache River. The railroad then
angles northward to Little Rock roughly paralleling the Military Road route. Charles
Thomas was vindicated on his decision to alter the road’s direction to the mouth of the
Cache River in the 1820s.
The St. Louis and Iron Mountain Railroad gained an infusion of funds from a
group of wealthy eastern investors in 1868 and the road was completed to the MissouriArkansas border. That same year this line consolidated with the Cairo and Fulton
Railroad and commenced building the railroad across Arkansas under the name St. Louis,
Iron Mountain and Southern Railroad. By January 1874, trains began running between St.
Louis and Texarkana, Arkansas. Eventually this railroad became a part of the Missouri
Pacific Railroad system, and like the Memphis and Little Rock Railroad ultimately
became part of a transcontinental line.10
The Military Road and the railroad brought people into Arkansas but east
Arkansas remained the quagmire Alexander Bowman described in 1837. The Swamp
Lands Act of 1850 promoted the building of levees along the rivers. Inadequately built
and located by guesswork, these levees did not fully alleviate flooding. Created in 1879
by the federal government, the Mississippi River Commission worked to eliminate
flooding in the Mississippi valley through levee districts. In 1893, the Arkansas General
Assembly established the St. Francis Levee District which began a program of building
drainage canals and levees to remove the run-off from the St. Francis River basin. Most
F. J. Nevins, “Seventy Years of Service: From Grant to Gorman.” Rock Island
Magazine 17, no. 10 (October 1922), 28.
9
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of the levee districts were taken over by the Corps of Engineers in 1917. The flood of
1927 demonstrated the need for a systematic policy of flood control that could only be
accomplished by the federal government. Beginning in 1928, the Corps of Engineers built
a system of dams on the Arkansas, White, and St. Francis Rivers to better control those
rivers. Drainage canals and better levees finally freed millions of acres from inundation.11
During most of the nineteenth century, Arkansas had no statewide organized road
maintenance system. The support of slavery and the slave system retarded development
in Arkansas since more money went into land and slaves than into improving schools,
roads, and railroads.12 Counties established road gangs imposed by the County Courts,
and the Court created rules to build and repair public roads. These road gangs were made
up of free male inhabitants and slave males between the ages of eighteen and forty-five.
The men were required to work as much as twelve days in one year but only four days or
less during any one month. It was against the law to refuse the duty, to furnish a
substitute, or to refuse an appointment as overseer. The men were supposed to be given at
least a three-day warning before serving.13
The road district method of maintaining roads began in 1859, and in 1907 the
General Assembly formally recognized the road districts. Under this system, landowners
issued bonds and then taxed themselves to construct roads. The advent of the automobile
11
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demanded better roads. Automobile owners began buying licenses for their vehicles in
1911. To administer taxes and licenses, along with the burgeoning number of road
districts, a State Highway Commission was created in 1913. By an act of the legislature
on March 3, 1871, all military roads within the state became state highways and as such
came under the maintenance of the State Highway Department. The road district plan
resulted in corruption and poor roads. After World War I and the decline in farm prices,
landowners failed to pay the road district taxes which caused the districts to collapse
financially. By 1920, statewide debt of the road districts totaled sixty million dollars. The
Harrelson Road Act of 1923 created new taxes on gasoline and oil, formed a new
systematic payment of automobile licensing fees, and developed a state highway
system.14
Governor John E. Martineau promoted road laws where the state assumed the
debt of the road districts, issuing new bonds to pay for a road construction program. The
debt would be paid off using the taxes and fees on gasoline and licenses. Instead, the state
went further into debt. In Crittenden County alone there were ninety road districts. More
bonds were sold by the districts so they could purchase mules, wagons, and other
equipment for road building and repair. By 1927, when the Martineau Road Law went
into effect, there were only eight road districts in the county owing $5.25 million in
bonds. After four years under the Martineau plan, state debt associated with roads
amounted to $90 million.15
14
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A new United States Highway system began in 1916. A new federal highway,
U. S. Highway 70, headed west toward Little Rock from the new town of West Memphis,
Arkansas. This highway followed the right-of-way of the old Memphis and Little Rock
Railroad after the road left West Memphis. The roadway was cleared to Blackfish Lake
in 1917, graveled in 1918 and 1919, and concrete paved in 1926. The portion of the
Military Road in Marion, Arkansas, became U. S. Highway 64. U. S. 70 took advantage
of the cleared roadway of the railroad while U. S. 64 headed northwest to take advantage
of higher elevations. Marion was built on the banks of old Grandee Lake and the Military
Road became the town’s main thoroughfare, called South Street.16
Portions of the Military Road are still used today and have been incorporated into
other paved roads. The street in Marion continues to be a distinguishing landmark placing
locations either north or south of the Military Road. The road west to Ebony, Arkansas,
out of Marion became a portion of U. S. Highway 64. The Ebony to Shearerville,
Arkansas, portion of the Military Road became Arkansas Highway 218.17 In Village
Creek State Park, located on top of Crowley’s Ridge, portions of the original roadbed
have been incorporated into the park’s trail system and can still be hiked today.
President Dwight D. Eisenhower sponsored the Federal Aid Highway Act of
1956, commonly known as the Interstate Highway Act, which finally created a national
system of highways only dreamed of by politicians in the early nineteenth century. For
the federal government to build the system, justification remained the expediency of
transporting military personnel and equipment across the country in times of crisis,
16
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calling the new creation the National System of Interstate Defense Highways. To avoid
the problem of who would pay for the system, the Highway Trust Fund was created
subsidized by a federal tax on gasoline and diesel fuels, placing the burden of paying for
the system’s construction and maintenance on its users.18
Today, millions of automobiles and commercial trucks travel these super
highways moving goods and people rapidly across the nation. Interstate Highway 40,
from the east coast running through Memphis and Little Rock to the west coast,
accomplished what early builders of the Military Road could not. If a modern road map
was given to early nineteenth-century Arkansas travelers, they would not see much
dissimilarity from maps of their day. Interstate Highway 40 between Memphis, Little
Rock and Fort Smith essentially parallels the old military roads between those same
points. U. S. Highway 67 heading northeast out of Little Rock, and Interstate Highway 30
towards the southeast from Little Rock follow the old Southwest Trail and later military
road between Missouri and the Red River. U. S. Highways 62, 412, and 167 across the
northern portion of the state connects Batesville with Fayetteville, with Interstate 540
continuing south from Fayetteville to Fort Smith and Van Buren; much as the military
roads supervised by Richard Collins did in the 1830s.
The relative ease of constructing these modern highways, overcoming the
obstacles that Alexander Bowman only dreamed about accomplishing, have tended to
make us smug about what man can achieve with his engineering feats. Every once in a
while though, nature reminds us who is in control as in the spring floods of 2011 that saw
a portion of Interstate Highway 40 between the Cache and White rivers overflowed and
18
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halting traffic. This would have been a scene quite familiar to Alexander Bowman,
Charles Thomas, Richard Collins and many others from a by-gone day. Arkansas has
proven to be a land of opportunity, but it is still the natural state.
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